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surface tension: the construction of a pose  

Florence, Italy, 2007  

 

Through social discipline ... a mask of manner can be held in place from within. But 

... we are helped in keeping this pose by clamps that are tightened directly on the 

body, some hidden, some showing.  

- Erving Goffman  

 

In this study, outside the Duomo in Florence, I was interested in the photographic pose as a 

unique, bound structure, temporarily erected according to systematic parameters amid the 

relative nomadic nature of tourist wanderings. The photographic event, meant to serve the 

purpose of capturing a two-dimensional image of the person(s) with the likely intent of 

conveying the image to others in the future, is laden with ethno-psycho-social meaning.  

 

The following are some of the principal factors governing posing behaviours in this context:  

Automatic or “Hard” Parameters  

Firstly, the photographic setting frames the pose: corresponding to the human tendency to 

want to be well and be thought of well by others, we conventionally only take pictures of each 

other at “good times.” Vacations are one such supposed/expected good time: primary 

associations of vacationing in a foreign place are economic success (which suggests a certain 

human “fitness” in industrial societies) and the expected happiness and relaxed state 

associated with being in an exotic place and away from daily responsibilities.  

Within the photographic setting, the mechanical properties of the camera and its functions 

conventionally constrain the physical behaviours of the posers such that, for example, posers 

generally “freeze” in place to ensure a clear image and need to be physically within certain 

proximity to fit in the image.  

Further, historical-cultural conventions can influence posing behaviours such as whether to 

smile (think of the classic Victorian photograph) and the relative positioning of posers (which 

may reflect status).  
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Psycho-social or “Soft” Parameters  

Again, but this time at a more micro-level, we encounter the human tendency to want to be 

well and be thought of as well by others:  

The perceived implications of having a fixed, two-dimensional representation rendered of 

oneself at a specific moment and potentially scrutinized by others as a basis of social judgement 

can make the photographic event a powerful psychological confrontation of self.  

Self-related variables, such as self-esteem, introversion-extraversion (which plays a role in how 

self-oriented and self-conscious one is), and social desirability, interact to mediate just how 

much one adopts a stylized posing presentation. A person with high self-esteem may be more 

comfortable with the notion of other people seeing them “just as they are” and thus will likely 

be less inclined to adopt a pose that represents an idealized notion of what is popularly seen as 

desirable. For the person with less self-esteem, angst emerges out of the tension between the 

inability to just be oneself - which carries with it the fear of potential social rejection - and the 

recognition that adopting a stylized pose does not represent their true self. Such a person may 

struggle with maintaining some level of composure, which can be evident in symptomatic 

externalizations, such as hyper-rigidity, clinging to objects, or peculiar physical positioning of 

body parts. (Interestingly, a stylized pose – as adopted by someone who is physically attractive, 

for example – may be considered confident, but this is can be a “superficial” confidence 

without basis in self-actualization, but founded on the knowledge that others find them 

socially-desirable based on their physical beauty, especially conducive to a two-dimensional 

representation.)  

 

Onto the Photographic Documentation  

Thus, we see that the photographic pose is an intricate architectural composition of the human 

being, designed according to physical, historical-cultural, and psycho-social dimensions.  

In the current study, the unique structure of the photographic pose becomes apparent both 

across social space – the posing structure in contrast to the concurrent ”disorder” of the 

ambient milieu – and over time – as the pose dissolves back into the stream of life and the 

human walks free of those additional constraints momentarily acting upon her.  
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