Dimensions of Culture Program DOC 3: Imagination

ANALYZING CULTURAL TEXTS

To do a thorough cultural analysis of a text, you will need to read/watch it carefully numerous times. The
first time you read a cultural text, note your first impressions and reactions to it. Analyzing these impressions and
reactions may suggest the seeds for possible interpretations.

As you read, pay close attention to the details. Identify important details/signs. Do these details/signs
connote or suggest certain tensions or themes? (If you are working with a large text such as a movie, focus your
analysis by comparing certain scenes, characters, musical numbers, or other significant aspects of the text.)

Use the prompts below to help you identify important details/signs for analysis. After you have identified
what you believe are a set of important details/signs, use the Cultural Analysis Worksheet to help you analyze them
further.

Some details/signs to look for when analyzing different types of cultural texts:
Written texts — see Raimes “Writing about Literature”

Visual texts —

Basic art terms for painting and photos:

- picture plane — flat surface of the image (for painting)
line — use of line for emphasis
form — sculptural 3-D shape
foreground, middle ground, background — within the frame, things that are respectively towards the
front, midway to the back, and in the distance. In traditional perspective, foreground is usually those
elements of the picture plane that are close to the bottom of the image.
color — usually the term hue is used to indicate colors like red or blue
hue — color (e.g., blue and red are hues) Warm hues are reds, oranges, yellows. Cool hues are blues,
violets, greens
highlights — lightest areas of an image
shadows — darkest areas of an image
midtones — middle range between light to dark in an image
value — ranges in tone from light to dark (see “highlights,” “shadows,” and “midtones™)
depth — refers to spatial depth, could be implied by perspective or by “movement” of elements on the
picture plane as they appear to recede or come forward
graphic — in a stylistic sense, this refers to elements that appear drawn, or hard edged
texture — actual texture of paint or sculptural materials OR the appearance of texture in images
symmetry/asymmetry — balance, or lack of it, in a composition
composition — the placement of elements on the picture plane; e.g., the elements could be symmetrical,
or they could have directional devices such as lines that move your eyes around the picture plane, or
even off it
rhythm — movement over the picture plane as created by devices like line, form, shape, depth, color, etc.
contrast/juxtaposition — emphasizes tension via strong visual impact

Photography terms: Some of the above art terms such as hue and value are useful, as are terms for
manipulation of a lens, such as zoom.
- focus — soft focus, sharp focus, out-of-focus
depth of field — the distance between objects in sharp focus and other objects in the image that are out-
of- focus
cropping — the re-framing of an image by changing the edges
lens terms — wide-angle, distortion, zoom, close-up
exposure — overexposed (very light), underexposed (very dark)



Film/video texts — some details to attend to:
- visual picture — see “visual texts” above

composition — the narrative (story), its plot structure (the order in which events unfold), characters
featured, setting, titles
genre — musical, western, romance, drama, romantic comedy, cartoon, gangster, detective, film noir,
documentary, news reel
camera angles: still framing -- low, straight on, and high angle shots; mobile framing — pan (panorama),
tilt, tracking, crane shot, hand-held
editing techniques — shot-reverse-shot, wipe (shot is replaced by being pushed to the side by the next
shot), fade in, fade out (shot fades into or out of black), dissolve (shot fades slowly or quickly into the
next shot)
level — camera is level (on horizontal plane) or is canted (tipped to one side)
distance — the image appears in extreme close-up (part of the face of a human being, e.g., the eyes), in
close-up (the face of a human being), in medium close-up (head and shoulders/chest of a human being),
in a medium shot (to the waist of a human being), in a medium long shot (human figure is visible to the
knees), or in long shot (the whole body is visible, possibly shot from a considerable distance).
height of camera — often related to camera angle. E.g., a high angle shot is usually taken from a camera
position significantly higher than the object in the image
music — see below

Possible meanings of camera angles and movements
depending on formal and thematic context

SIGNIFIER + Evidence + Explanation COULD SIGNIFY

Close up (face only) Intimacy

Medium shot (most of body) Personal relationship

Long shot (setting and characters) Public distance

Full shot (full body of person) Social relationship

High angle (views subject from above, e.g., God or
angel looking down)

Looking down on the subject, seeing subject as
weak, small, or in need of protection

Low angle (views action from below) Subject is made to seem large and powerful

Pan shot (the camera’s point of view, pivots from
left to right, or vice versa, connecting two places or
characters, for example)

Unforeseen connections between characters being
signaled, for example

Shot/reverse shot (point of view shows, for example,
a person looking at someone and then shows the
individual being looked at)

Contrasting or similar reactions to film events

Tracking shot (the entire camera moves on a track or
dolly, so viewer moves with a character or object)

Close affinity to character or object since moving
with him/her, vs. only watching

Canted camera level — objects appear slanted

Chaos, unstability

Musical texts — some details to attend to:

genre — blues, jazz, swing, hit-parade, fold, rock, psychedelic blues, rap, hip-hop, new-age, pop,
country, 80s alternative, grunge, punk, classical, soul, ballad

lyrics — see Raimes, “Writing about literature”

types of repetition — including musical, lyrical, call and response
vocal ranges — high/low, male/female, professional/amateur, baritone/bass/alto/soprano
types of instruments — piano, guitar, drums, flute, clarinet, trumpet, strings, trombone, baritone, bass,

saxophone, electric/acoustic
improvised/performed as written
loudness/softness

methods of production and distribution — informal gatherings, protests, concerts (indoor/outdoor, with
dancing/singing/other recreations), studio recordings (singles, albums, CDs)




Using Your CULTURAL ANALYSIS WORKSHEET
To Write An Interpretive Argument

The main parts of an argument are claims, reasons, and evidence (see Raimes).

Completing the “cultural analysis worksheet” on the next page should offer the material support for your claims,
reasons, and evidence. Close analysis can help you develop a working thesis statement and plan of your argument.

The two columns on the right labeled “theme” and “historical context” suggest possible connections and
contexts for your claims. You may want to work these into a thesis statement about the texts you are analyzing.
Remember, details in imaginative texts often suggest signs of cultural tension or contradiction. As you develop a
thematic interpretation of texts, collect details, describe them, and explain how they work together to support significant
meanings (inductive process).

The column labeled “details/signs” indicates the evidence at the basis of your interpretive argument. The
column labeled “interpretation/meaning” contains information on how you could interpret your evidence. Once you
have interpreted these details and developed your thematic claims, re-read the text yet again to find further evidence to
support them.

Remember, for every piece of evidence you introduce, you need to explain its significance to your reader and
connect it to your argument, taking care to show your reasoning.



Cultural Analysis Worksheet DOC 3: Imagination
You will need numerous copies of this sheet for the whole analysis, or you could do it on a computer. To use this worksheet for analysis, work from left to right. You should
freewrite or brainstorm (see Raimes) to help you think about/analyze how the information in each column relates to the next column to the right. After completing the analysis, you can
use your notes to construct an inductive argument*, comparing details in a single text or in multiple texts to suggesttho s e thereatic tind cdltural significance.

* Remember, while the process of analysisis inductive, t he or gani zat i ceducieced model paper will foll ow a f
details/signs >>> | interpretation/meaning >>> | theme >>> | historical context
Isolate key details/signs which stand | Interpret the groups of details/signs Considering the groups of details in How does the themey o u 6 v e
out somehow. Group those details for their possible meanings. relation to one another, what engage aspects of the social,
that share similarities. See the first thematic content can you infer from cultural, and/or ideological context of

two pages of this handout for ideas. the text as a whole? the time?




