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THE CONSTRUCTION OF APPEAL IN VISUAL IMAGES:
A HYPOTHESIS

Sonja K. Foss

F'was moved almost 1o tears by the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in
Washington, D.C.. surprised at the memorial's appeal for me because
[ knew no one killed in Vietnam and. in fact, protested the war. After
watching the Talking Heads' film Stop Making Sense, with no prior
knowledge of the group or its music. ! became a Talking Heads’ fan.
I'was amused and delighted when 1 encountered the Wonder Bread
building in Rock Springs. Wyoming—its shape a loal of bread. its
exterior covered with the yellow, red. and blue dots of the familiar
bread wrapper. These are not uncommon experiences in a culture
where myriad visual images beckon and cajole, compel and coach us
inte new attitudes and actions. Reflection on the process by which
varions visual images appeal to me—some of them images to which 1
did net expect mv response to he positive—led me teo the question
that was the impetus for this essay: How is appeal constructed in visual
umages? In other words, how do viewers come to see images as attractive
and interesting-—1io assign a positive evaluation to them?

Fam aware that mv interest in the topic of visual tmages makes
me somewhat suspect in the discipline of speech communication: in
fact. one of my goals in this essav s to encourage 3 greater acceptance
of such workom our ficld. The committee on rhetorieal eriticism at the
National Conference on Rhetoric recommended in 1970 that the SCOPe

aof rhetorical criticism he expanded to include nondiscursive subjects
such as architecture. rock music. and hallet' But cven the recommen-
dations of this prestigicus committee had little effect on scholarship
on visual tmagesy i speech communication. The commitiee’s call for
expansion led primarily to debates on the appropriateness of such
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expanston rather shan to substantial numbers of studies of nondiscur-
sive phenomena.

Representative of those in oppositon 1o cafargement of the scope
of rhetorical criucism o include visual symbaols was Baskerviile, who
suggested that the study of nendiscursive symbois by rhetorical critics
made all knowledge our province and put critics “in danger of biting
ofl more than we can conventently chew ™ Lack of training in visual
phenomena is cited as another reason {or fack of work i this area by
rhetorical scholars. Rhetorical critics are less fanihar with the dimen-
stons of and appropriaie terminology for studving visual symbols, as
Braden suggested: "I argue that by inclination and training most of us
are best qualitied to study the speech or rhetorical act.™

One of the most persuasive arguments against the study of non-
discursive symbols deals with theory development and was particularly
well articulated by Hart. The goal of rhetorical criticism, he suggested,
is the accumulation of theoretical statements about rhetoric. When
nondiscursive forms such as visual images are the object of criticism,
“the immediate implementation of the theoretical threads derived in
previous studies of .. verbal interchanges” is more difficult stmply
because of the differences between discursive and nondiscursive phe-
nomena.” 1 believe that theory building is not only possible as a result
of the criticism of nondiscursive rhetoric but that it may be enhanced
and facihitated through such criticism simply because nondiscursive
symbols often offer data that are richer and more complex than words
atone.

But I have another reasan for working in the area of visual rhetoric.
lmages presented through media such as advertisements. television.
MTV, films. signs. and building exterior and mterior design constitute
a major part of our rhetorical environment. As much as scholars who
work in the area of public address may {eel nostalgia for a culeure in
which public speeches had a primary unpact. that culture is gone;
visual images now have the significance that public speeches once did.
To study only verbal discourse, then. is 10 study a minute portion of
the symbols that aifect us dailv. To understand and influence culture,
to teach students to respond critically 1o the symbols around them.
and to discover how 1o create effective messages. an understanding of
the process by which visual images appeal 15 necessary

My effort to understand the construction ot appeal in visual imagery
is related to Leland Griflin's work in 1wo ways. First, the siudy of
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nondiscursive lorms siretches boundartes. as did Grilfin's early essay.
"The Rhetorie of Historical Movements ™ At a ume when the conven-
nonal technigues of rhetorical analvsis and appraisal focused on the
mdividual great orator. Grilin expanded the scope of our data by
suggesting that movements are appropriate for analvsis and broadened
the methods of rhctorical analysis by proposing how o isolate and
analvze movements. My ointerest in examning the boundaries con-
structed around efforts 1o anadvze and evaluate rhetoric—in this case,
a houndary defined by a focus on discursive svmbaols—and the ¢ffeery
these boundanies have on critical products and resulting theories, then,
has roots in Griffin's work,

This essay 1s a continuation of Griffin's work in vet another way.
In a 1960 essav. "The Edilice Metaphor in Rhetonical Theory,™ Griffin
dealt with connections between rhetoric and architecture and outlined
two relationships between them. The germinal relation is a reciprocal,
creative connection in which discourse is the means through which a
building is constructed: that structure then may inspire discourse. The
second relation. the analogic relation. links rhetorical theorv with the
edifice metaphor from architecture as @ way of conceplualizing and
discussing rhetorical theory, Griffin traces the edifice metaphor in the
work of rhetorical theorists [rom classical to contemporary times. show-
ing how this metaphor introduced into a rhetorical theory a concern
not only with arrangement but with its aesthetic dimensions. Griffin's
work in this area pointed. as | attempt to do in this essay, to the
importance of studving the place of nondiscursive {orms in rhetorical
theory.

I began my investigation of the question of how appeal is con-
structed in visual tmages by turning 1o the speech communication
literature. 1 was not surprised to discover that little has been done on
this topic i our field The body of work that i< beginning 1o emerge
on this subject 1 characterized by two primary approaches.

Some rhetorical scholars use visual imagery as dat o investigate
gquestsons related 1o the nature and functon ol rhetoric Insuch studies,
visual images constitute arnfacts o ouse m sllustraung, explaining, or
imvestigating rhetoneal constructs developed from the study of dise
cursive rhetorte Visual images. in this approach, are assumed o have
essentiaily the same characteristics as discursive symbaols. An example
is Rosenlield's analvsis of Central Park in New York Citv. in which he
studies the park as an cxample of eprdeictic or eclebratory rhetoric”
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Another example is my study of Judy Chicago’s work ol cooperative art,
The Dinner Party, in which t use the prece o idenudy strategies used by
women 1o empower and accord legitimacy w their own perspective
Other studies in which visual data are used 1o tilusirate or explore rhe-
torical constructs include Rushing's analyvsis of the mythic evolution of
“The New Frontier” using space fiction {ilms:” Haines's analysis of the
Vietnam Veterans Memonial o demonstrate the process of sight sacrali-
zation. in which attributes formerty reserved for holy places are ascribed
to tourist attractions;” Campbell's study of the strategy of enactment
using Peter Weir's film, The Year of Living Dangerously:” and Olson’s
study of the epideictic, deliberative, and apologetic functions of Benja-
min Franklin's commemorative medal, Libertas Americana i’

A second approach 1o the study of visual imagery from a rhetorical
perspective is the investigation of the rhetorical features of visual images
themselves. The assumption of scholars whe adopt this approach is
that visual images are significantly different from discursive symbols,
and their concern s with the discovery of how the particular nature
of visual symbels themselves affects audiences’ responses. images, for
example, do not express a thesis or proposition in the way that verbal
messages do—the thesis is usually unceriain and ambiguous. Neither
can visual images depict the negative—they cannot say something is
not something else—as words can. (o addivon, the elements of visual
images are presented simultancously, o contrast (o the linear. succes-
sive order of words.”

Examples of this sccond approach 1o the study of visual imagery,
i which the unique features of visual images are investigated in order
w develop richer and more comprehensive explanations of symbol use,
include Kaplan's work on visual metaphors, which resulted i oa de-
scription of three characieristics that distinguish visual metaphors from
language-based metaphors.® My study of the Vietnam Veterans Me-
morial s another example: it is an investigation of ambiguity in visual
phenomena and the process by which it persuades. ™ My examination
of body art. in which artists use their bodies as their primary means
of expression, also investigates the process by which ambiguous visual
messages funcuon. with an emphasis on how unconventional referenis
are interpreted by an audience.'” Rhetorical scholars, then, are begin-
ning to invesugate the rhetorical characteristics of images. although
focused and coherent theories of the process by which appeal is con-
structed in imagery have yet to be formulated.
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Oddly enough, other disciplines—ones that might be expected o
deal with the question of the appeal of visual imagerv—do not provide
much more information. A review of the literature of the disciplines
of aesthetics, art history, architecture, art education, studio art. cog-
mitive psvchology, leisure studies. marketing, and advertising revealed
very little attention to the process by which visual tmages come to be
viewed as appealing | found snippets of explanations—{or example.
what constitutes style o visual imagery. how unity functions in an

=

inage.™ the nature of representation.’” the role of intention in the
interpretation and evaluanon of visual images.™ what constitutes truth
i vicual images. and the differences beiween visual uud verbal svme
hols ©° Seme of theee dimensions are a part of the process of the
construction of appeal in visual images, but they are not examined for
the creation of a theory that describes this process. Even the semiotics
literature, which 1 suspected would offer useful explanations of the
process of visual appeal. was disappointing. Semiotics provides expla-
nations of how signs generate meaning,”’ but the next step—the one
in which my interest lies—of how the interpretation of meaning con-
stitutes appeal is rarely of concern.

Even prescriptive essavs and texthooks in areas such as retailing
and advertising, which 1 lelt certain would present information about
how to create appealing images that eficit positive evaluations. con-
tained virtualiv no explanation of the process. Typicat were admonitions
such as one from retailing, which suggested that the “image of a store
must he in accordance with its merchandise. ™" In advertising, the advice
is only slightly more helpful "When persuasive images are 100 abstract
or conceptual. oo indirect and even elliptical. they lose the capacity
to provoke response.” The author of one advertising textbook gave
these suggestions: Hlustrations in advertisements “should attract atten-
o, “emphasize @ fact about the product or s use.” “remforee the
image of the package.” and “sumulae the audience's desire for the
proguct.” These presenptions mas result i the crestion of visual
images that arc appealing, but thev lack a theoretical hase that expiains
how such appeal s constructed and why it waorks.

Becanse my review of what [ believed would be refevant literature
wis of little assistance in discovering how visual images persuade. |
turned 1o specific visual images foousc as? data o hegin o wdentify
features of this process. | chose to study images in hoth two and three

dimensions. including paintings. prints, photographs. drawings, sculp-
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ture, furniture, -and the interior and extertor design of buildings. |
selected images in a variety of media so that any notions | formulated
would not be limited by the particular charactenisucs of one medivm,
The wnages that constituted my data also were unaccempanied by
verbal texts that might suggest specilic mterpretations W the viewer
and were limited to ones new to an audience and appeabing at thew
initial encounter. lmages repeatedly encountered by an audience and
that gradually develop appeal as a result of mereased familiary were
not included. Finallty, T confined my inquiry o :mages that have been
labeled visual art, art pictees, ot pictoral denotation; their distinctive
feature is Lhat the access point or central emphasis of the mages 15
visual. In the images with which [ was concerned, their visual structures
or forms are less obviously the bearers of ideas and register more as
visual arrangements.”’

HYPOTHESIS OF VISUAL APPEAL

From my analysis of various images, 1 formulated a hypothesis of
how appeal 15 constructed 1 visual images. My hypothess, in briel, s
this' A novel technical aspect of the image violates viewers expectauons,
this violation functions both to sustain interest in the image and to
decontextualize it. Connotations commonly associated with the tech-
nical aspect then provide an unexpected but familiar context in which
to interpret the image. The result is appeal of the image, which  am
defining as arousal of interest in, attraction of viewers o, and assign-
ment of a positive evaluation to the image.

[ see visual images that appeal to be characterized by elements that
are presented 1o the viewer virtually simultaneousty. The feature that
appears to trigger the process, however. 1= technical novelty; some di-
mension of the form, structure, or construction technique of the image
stands out as exceptional or extraordinary. This element may be
exquisite detailing, superb crafismanship ora finely finished surface—
clements that stand out in this age of mass-produced and often poorly
crafted objects. The technical novelty may result from a dilferent scale
than usual—miniature or grand—so that it generates awe and adrmi-
ration. Perhaps its design is refreshing or innovative and rhus sunds
apart from most of the images in the environment—images that are.
as Krier fabels them, “an insult 1o our aesthetic sensibilities.™ Viewers
may wonder how a particular effect was achieved or marvel at the
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process that produced it For whatever rcason. viewers are drawn to
focus on a technical aspect of the image that s unusual or special in
some wav,

The technical novelty of the image surprises or violates viewers’
expectations. The element of the image that is characierized by technical
novelty suggests that expectations for the 1mage are incorrect: viewers
discover that the context in which they attempt 10 interpret the image
's not appropriate. The image 15 defamilarized™ consequently, the
coding svstem viewers expecied to use in their mterpretation of the
Hnage 1s not appropriate.

The violauon of expectations and lack of context in which 1o place
an image could generate confusion and frustration for viewers, making
abandonment of the effort 10 undersiand the image Tikelv. Were this
to vccur, viewers would not be suseeptible 1o the potential of the image
to appeal. But the clement of technical novelty makes abandonment of
the image by viewers unlikelv. Thev want 1o resolve the tension created
by the technical noveltv—to understand the proper context in which
w place the image. In the face of the image’s displacement from the
expected context, then, they are inclined to react erinically to the image.
to seck places in which 1o position it and thus to restore fanuliarity
w their world.

Images that appeal do not simply abandon viewers at the point of
tenston generated by the technical novelty, Thev help viewers com-
prehend the tmage by clearly referencing associations that point to
contexts with positive connotations for them. These asscciations may
be generated by the form of the image. the content of the image. or
both. Thev suggest 10 viewers famuliar contexts of events, ohjects. and
qualities they are likely 10 associate with delight, affection, nostalgia.
or other positive stirthutes

The positive associations elivied by the smage function in two
wavs. Tirst, they provide a context i which viewers can interpret the
mnage This context s different from the one m which they aitially
tricd o mmterpret the smage. but it is familiar 1o them. The tension fele
ts at least partiadiv resobved for viewers who have found a place in
which the mmage becomes sensihie

A second function served by these positive associations clustered
around the techmical novelivas that they accord a degree of credibility
to the tmage. The frustration or irritation thdt may occur hecause of
the violatton of expectation that resuits from the technical novelty
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makes a negative perception of the image likely. Credibility is reclaimed
for the image in its association with a positive and familiar context.

To summarize: Construction of appeal i a visual image s triggered
by an element of technical novelty that resulis in a displacement of
the tmage from s usual interpretive context, Assoctation of the tmage
with contexts that are positive for and known w the viewer—hut
different {rom the context orgmally expected—pluces the fmage in a
new context. interpretation of the image n this context is hikely w
result in assignment o a positive meaning Lo it

Tue HYPOTHESIS SUPPORTED

To ilustrate and support my hypothesis of how appeal s con-
structed in visual images, | provide in this section three case studies
of dilferent types of visual images that appeal: a piece of furniture, the
Beverly sideboard from the Memphis furniure collection: a work of
environmental art, Christo's Valley Curtain; and an interior space, the
pool room in Elvis Presley's home, Graceland.

Beverly Sideboard

Memphis is a style of turniture designed by a loose consortium of
about thirty designers centered in Milan, ftaly. lts name comes from a
Bob Dylan song. “Stuck Inside of Mobile with the Memphis Blues
Again,” which was playing during an early planning session of the
group. The Memphis designers later came o appreciate the allusions of
the name “to both the ancient caputal of Egypt and the birthplace of
Elvis Presiey~—a juxtaposition of the ancient and exouc and the contem-
porary and banal."* Appropriately described as “amiably batty ™' the
chairs, sofas, tables, bookcases, storage unirs, beds, teapots. and vases
created by Memphis designers usually are characterized by wild colors
and patterns, asymmetry, incongruous shapes and forms, hard surfaces,
and use of plastic laminates and industrial materials.*

! have selected one piece of Memphis furniture 1o tllustrate my
hypothesis of how appeal s constructed in visual images—the Beverly
sideboard.”* Designed by Memphis's founder. Ettore Sousass, jr.. for
the first Memphis collection in 1981, the sideboard consists of a cabinet
base constructed of light green laminate with a front mset of a dense,
abstract, print design in green and vellow. On top of the cabinet 15 a
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wooden, ladderlike structure that leans to the left. Connected both 1o
the ladder structure and to the top of the cabinet 18 a curved metal
pipe from which pus a ved light bulb. Projected from the felt of the
cabinet are three rectangubar blocks of different sizes m black. green,
and red.

A combination of elements of the Beverly sideboard consttutes the
technical novelty of the tmage. The matertals of which the piece s
constructed—plastic laminates, wood, and metal—are not wypical ma-
erials from which home furmishimgs are created. The color of the
furniture s alse unusual The amount of eolor s one source of this
novelny: furniture for the home wends not o be intensely colored. But
the novelty of the sideboard's color continues in the juxtaposition of
red. green. and a print design in green and vellow. Rather than har-
monizing with cach other these colors are placed in simple proximiy
without apparent regard for conventional color relationships. the re-
cult 15 brilhiant vibration suggestive of the colors of public spaces such
as Burger Kings. neon signs. motels. and K-Marts. These are not the
soft, warm. and soothing colors expected in a home.

Yet another technical element that is unusual in the sideboard is
its structural independence. It is not orgamzed according to a clear
theme-—such as a stvlistic period or a particular function—as tradi-
tional furniture is. instead. the sideboard appears to have been de-
signed and constructed by assemblages. clusters, and deposits of forms
that overlap and intersect. The principles uniting the slanted pieces of
lumber. curved chrome tuhe, and red. green, and black blocks are not
clear and suggest “a series of acadents that come together by chance™
rather than any kind of unuy or coherence.

The technical novelty of the Beverly sideboard-—materials, color,
and structaral mdependence—suhverts the context of traditional home
furniure, leaving viewers unclear of a relevant context for interpre-
mation, At the same time, the weehnical aspects of the sideboard that
viclated viewers ewpectations Tunction 1o suggest alternative contexis

iy which 1 can he interpreted. The various uncommon technical eles
menta of the sidehoard imcorporare obiects or designs thar refer 1o
contests bkely 1o be knosn o viewers and mvite them tooase those
coniesis e seloct meanings tor the turniture,

Omne context suggested s that of a downtown strip of bars, restau-
rants. theatres, video arcades. stores, and gas statons, characterized by

thetr indusirial materials and paints, juxiapesitions of color, disparate
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graphics, giant illuminated and neon signs, and spraypainted graffiti.
[t brings to the interpreiation of the sideboard a sense of infintte chotces
and possibilities—a sense that everyihing s available: adventure, and
a night on the town that includes a wouch of raunchiness. The context
of the child's world of play 15 also referenced in the sideboard through
the incorporation of the red, green, and black blocks—the child's toys—
and the plastic laminate—a material likely o appear in a child’s room.
These contexts suggest that the sertousness and status usually associ-
ated with home furnishings should be replaced by the qualives of
adventure, exploration, jov, lightheartedness, and fun.

Through the associations viewers are encouraged to make between
novel technical elements in the sideboard and familiar contexts, they
are provided with means {or interpreting the piece in a positive manner.
The introduction of the contexts of the sirip and childhood play inte
the Beverly sideboard suggests that viewers are to reference, in com-
bination, the vitality of the sirip and the joy of the child’s play. As-
sociated with these contexts, the sideboard appeals in its reminder of
contexts in which viewers once spent a great deal of time~-days spent
in play as a child and nights spent exploring the strip as an adolescent
and young adult. Both are contexts in which viewers relished the
discovery of the world and its infinite possibilities. But the sideboard
pushes viewers beyond simple nostalgia for their earlier ways of living
and asks that they question the routine, repetitive ways in which they
currently live, Tt asks viewers 1o become subversive agents, transtorming
their humdrum, evervday routines into deliberate new ways of hving
that incorporate the adventure and joy that have been lost.

Valley Curtain

Christe's Valley Curtain provides an tmage framed in the context ol
the visual arts with which to itlustraie the hypothesis of how appeal is
constructed in visual images. Bulgarian-born artist Christo {Javacheil}
is known for art works in which he drapes or wraps common objects.
He has wrapped Chicago's Museum of Contemporary Art in a dark
brown tarp; covered a million square [eer of coastal rocks with polypro-
pylene near Sydney, Australia: erected twentv-four miles of white fence
through the hills of Sonoma and Marin counties in California; wrapped
three miles of paths in a park in Kansas City, Missouri, in nvion; and
wrapped Florida's Biscavne islands in hot pink polypropylene.
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While any of Christo’s projects could be used to iliustrate my-
hypothesis. 1 have chosen his Valley Curtain, completed in 1972, which
consisted of the hanging of an orange nvion curtain berween the two
mountainsides of Rifle Gap. seven miles nerth of Rifle, Colorade. The
curtatn hung from the top of the meountains down 1o the vallev floor,
hroken only by a hole. 100 feet wide by 20 feet high. cut in the curtam
ta permit uninterrupted traflic flow on Highway 325, which lav in the
curtain's path. The curtain was shredded fand the art work thus dis-
mantled? twentv-seven hours alier its unveiling by a freak fortv-mile-
per-hour wind.

Cilearly, the rechnical novelty that is the wngger for the process i
am deseribing is present in the Vailey Curtain, A cartain hanging across
A vallev is uncommaon “Billowing in the midst of & country so majestic,
vet so wild and craggy. stood ths perfectly clean, perfectly manulac-
tured. orange nvlon curtain. It was mind-boggling. ™ The technical
novelty is produced primanly through s huge size: the curtain mea-
sured 1.250 feet across and 200 feet long. Wonderment at the process
used to construct and hang the curtain is a second source of novelty.
These technical aspects of the curtain generate surprise and wonder-
ment for viewers: thev also confuse. How are viewers Lo interpret a
curtain between two mountains? Certainly, a context of the wilderness
is not appropriate, even though the object appears i that environment
the curtain is foreign to the mountains and trees that surround 1t

Connotations referenced by the curtain provide guidelines for
viewers about how to interpret the work. A number of contexts are
suggested by associations generuted by various aspects of the curtain.
1t is in the shape of a curtain and constructed of nvlon, suggesting a

chewer curtamn in a hathroom or home sctting—a comfortable, private,
interior space. Fven a Halloween context is suggested hoth by the
bright orange color and the smile-fike shape. referencing the gaping
smile of 1 ackeo-lantern Tnterpreted in these familiar contexts, con-
nected with comforts of the home amd childhood Tun, the curtain
hecomes nenthreatening, Another wav i which the curta may he
reach 1 through a amewaork of adventure. The orange color and the
avion fabre recadt parachutes and e vestsosuggesting that adveniure,
ri<le. and danger may be approprate imerprese codes 111 the conexs
stigpested Do those assocnations Phe cnrtan shape sdso avy generate
images of @ theatre, where the audienee wansexpectantiy for the curtam

tey iR
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Associated with the contoxts of home, childbood holidavs, adven-
ture, and entertamument, the Valley Curtan becomes familiar or at feast
knowable 1o viewers. The forcignness suggested when viewers attempl
to interpret it within an art context disappears. The inroduction of
such notions as adveriure and drama imlo viewers' interpretations of
the Valley Curtain encourages them to see the curtaun as fun, dramatic,
invigorating, and stimulating.

Pool Room in Graceland

Elvis Presley’s home in Memphis, Tennessee, which opened to the
public after his death in 1977, offers a vast array ol visual images lor
analysis: the exterior of the house and its landscaping: the carport with
several of Presley’s automobiles; the interior rooms of the house; various
exhibitions of memorabilia in the house and souvenir shops: the rock
wall arpund the house covered with messages from lans; and the
Meditation Gardens. where Presley and his relatives are buried. While
touring Graceland. T was struck particularly by my positive response
10 one room, the pool room, and I will use it as my third sample in
support of the hypothesis of how appeal is constructed in visual images.

Centered in the room is a large pool table with a light blue plaving
surface and bright red sides. The carpet i the room s a bright royal
blue. Above the pool table are two stamed-glass lamps, patterned in a
leaf-and-floral design in vellow, blue, and green. An odd assortment
of furniture rings the walls of the room——hnght red Naugahvde chairs,
dressers and tables in the Prench provincad sivle, and ordinary block-
sivle sofas in a bold, patterned fabric of red, blue. and yellow. The
major feature of the roem s the fabric that complewely covers all lour
walls and the ceiling of the room—ithe same fabric with which the
safas are covered. The [abric coverme alone would be visually stunaing,
but it is made more so because it s pleated. Even folds only a few
inches wide run verucally along the walls; on the ceiling. the pleass
come together in a circle in the center of the ceiling.

in the pool room, the fabric is the element of technical novelty w
which viewers are immediately drawn. The fabric signals that viewers
are not to interpret the pool room in the expected pool-room contexts.
Inappropriate is the casual, dark, smoky, perhaps dirty bar, where
patrons huddle around the pool table, beer in hand. Equally inappro-
priate is the dank basement of a suburban home. where family mem-
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bers and [riends infrequently and indifferently shoot a few games for
casual amusement. The fabric surprise not only tells viewers what
contexts are irrelevant to their interpretation of the room but compels
them to wonder who devised the decorating scheme, how the pleats
are held in the fabric. and how the fabric s attached to the walls and
ceilings. Appreciation of the technical skill needed to accomplish the
effect is part of viewers responses to the room.

Intercst in the technique of the fabric covering encourages viewers
to attermnpt to make sense of the technigue and thus the entire room—
to discover an appropriate context in which to interpret them. The
fabric itself provides the cluer it suggests the elaborate parden 1ents of
eighteenth- and nincteenth-century Europe as well as the tents of the
Great Gatshy and garden parties {rom US. cubtural heritage. The vards
of fabric enfold viewers, closing them off from the external world.
creating a special world of richness, elegance, and elitism.

The fabric covering not only suggests a new nterpretive context
for the pool roem but diminishes the impact of the elements that are
incongrucus with the fabric. The pool room’s chairs are made of cheap
and low-class Naugahvde. The roval blue of the carpet suggests an
cffort at communicating clegance by someone who doesn’t know ele-
gance and only is able to imitate its surface details. The apparently
stained-glass lamp shades very well may be plastic. But these factors
diminish in importance for viewers and are irrelevant to their inter-
pretation of the room because of the technical novelty of the fabric,
Viewers are guided to locus on the richness, taste, civility, and extrav-
agant consumption associated with high-class. cultured social events
and to use such associations to emancipate them from their routine,
evervday. and middle-class lives. The pool room becomes, in viewers
interpretations, truly a room fit for the king.

EXTENDING THE HYPOTHESIS

The three examples of the Beverly sideboard, the Valley Curtain,
and Elvis Presley's paol room have tlustrated the features that | propose
contribute 1o the construction of appeal in a visual image—technical
novelty, decontextualization, and references to new interpretive con-
texts. | see the hypothesis | have proposed as only a bare ouwtline for
understanding the process of visual appeal. but it constitutes a starting

place for scholars in speech communication whe wish to explore this
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process. | would like to see the hypothesis extended in a number of
areas so that it is able 10 describe the complexity of the construction
of appeal in visual imagery.

Research needs to be done to test the hypothesis. While the hy-
pothesis explains the process of appeal in the visual images | examined.
its application to other images will suggest whether it provides a
relevant and useful explanation of the processes in other situations. In
particular, images that show how the hypothesis accounis for lack of
appeal of images need to be analyzed. The jungle room in Graceland
provides one such example. A family room of sorts, this room includes
a take waterfall, furniture covered with {uzzy fabric, and lacquered burl
tables. The room as an image fails 10 meet a stipulated feature of the
hypothesis: the connotations suggested by the uncommon technical
dimensions of the fuzzy fabric and burl wood do not elicit connotations
that have positive associations for most viewers. The fabric and the
tables suggest polyester, cheapness, and tackiness. This image, then,
disappoints—it neither intrigues nor attracts viewers. Exploration of
other such examples where images fail 10 create appeal will be partic-
ularly useful in refining and modifying the hypothests.

The hypothesis needs to be extended, as well, so that the process
by which appeal is constructed can be explained in other tvpes of
visual images. The hypothesis applies to visual images that are limited
i important ways—are unaccompanied by verbal text and have a visual
rather than a verbal focus, for example. Many types of images are not
covered by the hypothesis, and a delineation of various types of images,
perhaps on a continuum [rom diagrams 1o abstract art, with a detailing
of the differences in the processes of appeal involved, is needed.

The relationship between the features of the process | have de-
scribed and other characteristics of images necds to be pursued in an
extension of the hypothesis. A start can be made in this area by
proposing relationships on the basis of the literature that offers expla-
nations of other aspects of visual images. Questions useful o investigate
in this way, for example, might be: How does style relate 1o the process
of visual appeal? Are dilferent processes involved when images differ
stylistically? Style is only one of the issues that have been explored in
other disciplines concerning the nature and funcuion of visual symbaols;
connection and integration of the hiterature of those disciplines on such
issues will turn the bare outline that is the current hypothesis into a
more useful explanatory device.
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The audience is not taken into account in the current hypothesis, |
and inquiry into the role of the audience in the process of visual appeal
i vital, In the hvpothesis, | simply assume that how L view an mmage
is how others view it and that what is appealing to me appeals to all
viewers. What is needed is an exploration of the requirements or
conditions that must be met by an audience in order for the image to
be seen as appealing. 1s there, for example, a particular level of visual
literacy that the hypothesis requires of viewers # appeal is to ocour?
Is knowledge of particular culweral contexts necessary? How does the
hypothesis account for the cultural diversity that exists among potential
viewers of an image? What s the role of personal taste in this process?

I would like to see an exploration of the history and sources of the
features that the hypothesis suggests characterize visual appeal. My sus-
picion is that the process described by the hypothesis 15 a relatively
recent one. The elemnent of technical novelty as the trigger feature seems
1o be an element that would not necessarily have characterized visual
images even half a century ago it now seems required perhaps because
of the visual technical effects to which contemporary viewers are accus-
tomed through the mass media. Have the mass media—particularly tel-
evision-——created as a requirement for visual appeal technical novelty?
Are contemporary viewers no longer able to be influenced by the com-
monplace? Does appeal result only from the spectacular, the uncoms-
mon. and the exceptional? if so. what are the implications for cultural
change in the construction of visual appeal, and how should the changes
that have occurred be evatuated?

The rescarch area involved in the study of the process by which
appeal is constructed in visual images is Vast, Recogmition of its scope
almost seems to trivialize the contribution | have attempted to make in
this cssay because T have described anly a small part of the process by
which appeal is constructed in visual images. ! hope. however, that the
hvpothesis | have formulated will serve as a starting peint for others
whe recognize that our currom rheterical theony s largely marticulate
aboet visual svmbols i who want o help it address hoth verbal and

vigiial syimhole
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