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THE POWER OF 
IMAGES:
From	Postmodern	Art	to	
Memes
Rebecca Barham, University of North Texas

ABSTRACT
This chapter examines the elements of visual grammar used in advertising media and post-
modern art that is now used to create powerful memes. These visual elements are examined 
through the lenses of visual and media literacy to reveal why they are successful and have 
power over us. In addition, the chapter includes how to teach about memes, interpretative 
and psychological challenges involved in teaching about memes, a possible solution in the 
fight against disinformation and fake news, and a learning activity that utilizes the ACRL 
frames of Information Creation as a Process, Authority is Constructed and Contextual, and 
Research as Inquiry.

Introduction
Long before the invention of the World Wide Web, the personal computer, and social 
media, artists were creating art that had the nascent seeds of memes in them. While 
Darren Wershler pointed out a connection between memes and the practices of artists 
such as Walker Evans, Man Ray, and Andy Warhol,1 two postmodern feminist artists 
created the first artworks that have the visual look and appeal of modern memes. They 
are conceptual artist Barbara Kruger2 and the feminist activist artist group known as the 
Guerilla Girls.3 Their artwork utilized the visual tools and marketing weapons used by 
the media to appeal to consumers, but they did not sell a product or service. Instead, 
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they used their art as a tool of activism to challenge media messages concerning gender 
representation and inequalities in society. Modern memes are successful today because 
they use much of the same knowledge of visual grammar and advertising media tools as 
these postmodern feminist artists. A brief biographical introduction on the artists, along 
with an examination of the elements of visual grammar and visual elements specific to 
postmodern art through the lenses of visual literacy and media literacy will be useful. This 
examination reveals why the visual form used in their art and modern memes is successful.

Barbara Kruger worked as an art director in the 1970s, creating layouts for women’s 
magazines owned by the media company Conde Nast.4 In this position, Kruger learned not 
only graphic and visual image skills but also the power of images to manipulate readers.5 
The Guerilla Girls group formed in 1984 in response to the International Survey of Recent 
Painting and Sculpture exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA), where only 10 
percent of the artists represented were female and all were white.6 They made the artwork 
Do Women Have to be Naked to Get into the Met Museum? to bring public attention to the 
curation practices of MOMA.7 The Guerilla Girls wore guerilla masks and made media 
appearances on college campuses, talk shows, and museums, and their artwork took the 
form of posters and billboards8 that look much like modern memes. First, they fought the 
art world for the lack of representation of women artists and later enlarged their activist 
efforts to include multicultural artists.9

ElementsofVisualGrammar
UsedbyArtistsandMeme
Makers
The elements of visual grammar are another aspect of visual literacy heavily used in media 
production. Therefore, an understanding of these visual literacy elements also provides 
insight into media literacy. Elements of visual grammar include representational struc-
tures, interpersonal structures, and compositional elements.10 These are used by the artist 
or meme maker to make powerful, visually appealing, and compelling art and memes. 
According to Frank Serafini, “Representational structures are used to convey meanings, 
construct narratives, and suggest conceptual relationships.”11

Interpersonal structures are used to mediate the relationship between the viewer and 
the image.12 Examples of interpersonal structures are gaze and interpersonal distance.13

If the people depicted in an artwork or meme are not looking at the viewer, the type of 
gaze is called an “offer” because the people are offered to the viewer as objects of informa-
tion or contemplation.14 If the person or persons who are depicted appear to be looking 
directly at the person viewing them, then this type of gaze is called a “demand” because 
they are demanding the viewer to respond to them in some way.15

“Interpersonal distance” is the perceived sense of how far or near an object or person 
in an image is from the viewer.16
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Figure 9.1.
Gaze.Thewoman'sindirectgazeinvitestheviewerintoherspaceforcontemplation,
whiletheman'sdirectgazecreatesaperceivedbarrieranddemandsaresponsefrom
theviewer.[AnnaKvach]©123RF.comand[DarioLoPresti]©123RF.com.

Figure 9.2.
InterpersonalDistance.Theviewerwillfeelasenseofconnectiontothewomanwho
appearscloser,comparedtothemanwhoseemsfartherawayonthemountainpass.
[AnnDudko]©123RF.comand[AnastasiaVish]©123RF.com.
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The closer the person or object is perceived to us, the more intimate connection we 
feel with them.17 Many advertisements depict people and objects closer than they would 
usually be experienced in person.18 In addition, people or objects that are depicted as 
below our point of view are perceived as having less power, compared to those who appear 
to be looking down on us and so are perceived as having more power.19

The spatial arrangement of visual elements in an image is known as a composition.20 
Compositional elements include placement, information zones, framing, and modal-
ity.21 The placement of objects or people closer to each other conveys a sense that they 
have a connection or closer relationship than those that are placed in more contrasting 
positions.22

An image can be understood as divided into information zones of center, left, right, 
upper, lower, and the sides.23 An artist will place a person or object in the center or upper 
section of an image to convey a sense of greater importance, while placement on the sides 
or bottom conveys a sense of less importance.24 The concepts of before and after are also 
communicated by depicting a scene in the left quadrant as before and the right quadrant 
as after.25 This way of reading before and after may have something to do with our idea 
of linear time or the art history technique of narrating in panels from left to right to tell 
a story unfolding in time.

Framing is a compositional device used by artists and photographers to guide our focus 
and to decide what part of the image to include and exclude from our view.26 Framing can 
be accomplished by cropping an image to create edges or placing white borders around 
a photograph, etc.27

Figure 9.3.
SpatialArrangement.Thepeopleontheleftareclosertoeachother;therefore,they
willbeperceivedbytheviewerashavingacloserrelationshipthanthepeoplewith
morespacebetweenthem.[epicstockmedia]©123RF.comand[vejaa]©123RF.com.
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Figure 9.4.
Framing.Framingguidesthefocusoftheviewer.Iftheframedareawascroppedfrom
thebackgroundimage,thestorythatisbeingtoldwouldchange.[IgorKovachuk]©
123RF.comandFrame[Janniwetwangkiri]©123RF.com.

Figure 9.5.
Modality.Thephotographofthesoldiersismorerealisticandsoconveysahigher
modality compared to the cartoon. [Katarzyna Bialasiewicz] © 123RF.com and
[GennadyKireev]©123RF.com.
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Creators of memes frequently use framing to crop out a small portion of a larger image 
for their memes. Artists and meme-makers choose what part of an image to include or 
exclude to best convey the story they want to tell.

Modality is the sense of how real or fictional an image seems to the viewer.28

Photographs, or images that are depicted more realistically convey a sense of higher 
modality.29 A less realistic cartoon image will have a lower modality because it will seem 
more fictional to the viewer.30 Images that have been unskillfully edited with image soft-
ware will also look less realistic and have a lower modality.

PostmodernArtElementsof
VisualGrammarinFeministArt
andMemes
In addition to the elements of visual grammar already discussed, postmodern artists used 
appropriation, collage, popular culture imagery, and the prominent use of text. These 
same elements are heavily used in the creation of memes today. Appropriation is the use 
of imagery from a pre-existing artwork without permission from the artist, with varying 
levels of transformation to create a new artwork.31 Eleanor Heartney described the zeit-
geist of the period when she said, “During the heyday of postmodernism, artists happily 
attached their names to the work of other artists and renamed what would have once been 
termed plagiarism as appropriation.”32 Appropriation is vigorously used in the creation 
of memes and is extended beyond the visual images to include text and phrases. Some 
common source imagery appropriated for the creation of memes includes works of art, 
photos from news sources, magazines, social media sites, etc. Memes with appropriated 
cultural content are then re-appropriated or modified again with text and/or imagery 
taken from it to create new memes.33

Appropriation and re-appropriation are usually accomplished with the technique 
of collage. Collage, or the technique of cutting out or removal of a part of a photo, 
magazine, newspaper, or other visual printed item from another source and pasting 
it onto a new surface to create a new artwork, was used long before the postmodern 
era but was heavily utilized by postmodern artists such as Robert Rauschenberg and 
Barbara Kruger. Barbara Kruger collaged text over imagery that would be found in 
ads, except the color was replaced with black and white.34 The Guerilla Girls appropri-
ated the female nude from artist Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres’s painting Le Grand 
Odalisque (1814 Louvre),35 added a guerilla mask over her head, and inserted her 
into their artwork entitled Do Women Have to be Naked to Get into the Met. Museum 
(1989 National Gallery of Art).36 The technique of collage has now evolved beyond the 
act of physically cutting and pasting to the digital realm of cutting parts of imagery 
from various digital sources with image-editing software such as Photoshop to create 
memes in seconds.
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Popular culture imagery became an acceptable subject matter in postmodern art, espe-
cially with pop artists such as Andy Warhol.37 Memes continue the legacy of using imagery 
from popular culture. Much of the popular culture imagery used in memes is very timely 
or responsive to a very recent event. In addition, many iterations of the imagery are often 
produced to give expression to different ideas and opinions, especially if the meme goes 
viral.

The prominent use of text became popular with many postmodern artists such as Jenny 
Holzer’s scrolling textual artwork and Barbara Kruger’s simple images with minimal text 
overlay. In fact, Kruger’s 1987 screen print commentary on postmodern consumer culture 
entitled I Shop Therefore I Am, with its simple image of a hand holding a sign with text, 
looks exactly like a modern meme. The visual simplicity of the collaged imagery and a 
sentence or phrase in the works of Kruger, the Guerilla Girls, and memes make them easy 
to visually enter into and read in a second, compared to reading a paragraph, newspaper 
article, or even a blog shared on social media. Even text can be seen as a visual element 
that is represented in a specific visual font style that helps to convey meaning. The text 
and imagery in memes work together to create a resonance with the viewer and are 
more likely to be shared when they have a connection that involves play, irony, humor, 
or a sympathetic connection.38 The activist aspect in the art of these early women artists 
was also present in early memes created by the activist group Adbusters, who referred 
to them as meme warfare and used them for anti-corporate activism, such as Occupy 
Wall Street.39 Meme warfare was then appropriated by the alt-right, who called their new 
weapon “meme magic” and used it to promote alt-right political ideas and disinformation 
in the 2016 election,40 which continues today.

HowtoTeachaboutMemes
In this current landscape of disinformation, it is useful to apply the tools of visual liter-
acy, media literacy, and digital literacy. For visual literacy, apply the elements of visual 
grammar listed earlier in the chapter. Media literacy is best approached by utilizing the 
“Key Questions to Ask When Analyzing Media Messages” from the National Association 
for Media Literacy Education (NAMLE).41 The NAMLE questions to ask associated with 
the categories of techniques and interpretations correspond well to the subject of this 
chapter.42

Computer digital literacy tools can help analyze the images used in memes and the 
author or owner of a site where the meme was posted. Useful digital tools for examining 
images include TinEye reverse image search. TinEye allows the user to upload an image 
or Uniform Resource Locator (URL) to discover different iterations of memes that have 
used the image before and the sites where it has appeared in the past.43 If an image has 
been edited using Photoshop, the fake image detector FotoForensics should prove useful.44 
Adobe Photoshop also offers a new Adobe AI tool that detects facial manipulations that 
have been made to an image.45 There are also several computer digital literacy tools that 
can help reveal more about the possible owner or creator of a website domain. These 
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include ICANN, which offers the ability to search the domain of a website to reveal the 
WHOIS domain registrant information.46 Registrants are required to use their real names. 
If they paid for private domain registration, the registrant’s information will not be avail-
able. If you find that the registrant information of a domain is listed as private, it does 
not necessarily mean they have something to hide, but it also does not mean they do not 
have something to hide.

Another digital literacy tool that is useful to discern if you are on a legitimate site 
and not a website that is posing as a legitimate and well-known site is to examine the 
domain name in the URL bar and watch for redirects to other sites. Sometimes a site 
will use a domain name that is similar to the trustworthy site with a letter or number 
changed or added. To discern if a domain is redirecting from one website’s domain 
to another, check to see if the domain name in the URL bar has changed to another 
domain or website.

ProblemsTeachingAbout
Memes:Interpretationand
PsychologicalReasonsMemes
Resonate
While teaching about memes using visual literacy and digital tools and applying NAMLE’s 
media literacy questions are helpful, difficulties can arise concerning the process of inter-
pretation and the psychological reasons memes resonate with people. Although Frank 
Serafini does not specifically mention memes when discussing aspects of interpretation of 
visual and multimodal works in his book Reading the Visual: An Introduction to Teaching 
Multimodal Literacy, the same ideas can be applied to them. He says, “Interpretations are 
always socially constructed and embedded in historical, political, and social contexts.”47 
Interpretations always have a political aspect and represent the interests of the people 
who created them.48 Art history images, historical photographs, and even contemporary 
images used in a meme require subject knowledge and past interpretations to understand 
their meaning. In addition, he states, “There is no transcendent authority available as an 
objective interpretation from which to compare other interpretations.”49 So when images 
and text, whether from history, popular culture, or current events, are used in memes, 
the meaning of the original is changed or subverted by the new appropriator. Tracking 
down the original image or meme is very difficult because hundreds if not thousands of 
variations can be created in a short time and shared and re-shared over digital media.

The psychological aspects of why memes resonate and are shared include community, 
identity, an emotive aspect, a strong narrative, affirmation, and confirmation bias.50 These 
are more difficult to teach about because they may already be present in the mind of the 
student who is learning about them. Whitney Phillips, an ethnographer and cultural 
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researcher, points out that community and identity have a lot to do with why people 
engage and share content online.51 An Xiao Mina, in Memes to Movements, says, “People 
are more likely to share and engage with content online because they want to create and 
perform a political identity.”52 Memes frequently have an emotive aspect that provides 
an avenue for people to share their values and express themselves.53 In addition, “Memes 
create narratives, and narratives hold power in our minds.”54 People also often engage in 
confirmation bias or finding facts and data that will uphold already held beliefs.55

Conclusion
The power of images from postmodern feminist art to modern memes show just how 
prevalent and influential images are in our society. Images have been used in advertising, 
for positive activist ends, and more recently to spread disinformation and fake news. A 
solution for countering disinformation memes and fake news was included in a report 
for the Council of Europe by Claire Wardle and Hossein Derakshan in which they stated, 
“Some effective strategies for disinformation include: provoking an emotional response, 
repetition, a strong visual aspect and a powerful narrative.”56 These are the same aspects 
of successful memes. Using them to create targeted meme ad campaigns should prove to 
be a powerful weapon against disinformation and fake news.

SampleLearningActivity
Art History Memes: A Good Laugh for the 
Inner Critic and a Lesson on Appropriation
Student learning outcomes:

1. Students will learn how meme imagery is appropriated and stripped of original 
meaning to create a new meaning or subvert the original meaning of the artist, 
author, or photographer by becoming aware of the many appropriated and re-ap-
propriated memes that utilize an image from art history.

2. Students will learn that the new meaning memes often create is over-simplified, 
can be taken out of the context of the larger meaning, is shallow, or has an agenda.

3. Students will learn that once the original context, background, or narrative of an 
artwork is known, then the meaning becomes richer, deeper, and more connected 
with our humanity.

Brief description of activity:
Students will examine memes that utilize art history images and learn about appropriation.

Time to run activity:
15 minutes
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Preparation:
• Check the website(s) before class to make sure nothing has changed.
• Check to make sure the database you plan to use is accessible and there are 

enough user licenses to accommodate the number of student groups.

Teaching plan:
1. Pair the students in groups from 2 to 5.
2. Assign or let each group choose one of the art history appropriated memes from 

one of these websites:
 – Google Image search: https://images.google.com. Search for: art history memes.

3. Ask them to talk among themselves for 3 minutes about how the meme makes 
them feel and what they think it means.

4. Now ask the students to submit their image or meme to TinEye: https://tineye.
com/ by right-clicking on the image and choosing “copy” and then clicking in the 
TinEye search box and choosing “paste” or Control + V keys to see if they can find 
different iterations of the meme and perhaps find an art site that has the name of 
the original artwork listed.

5. Ask them to share some of their findings.
6. Now introduce the students to the database Grove Art Online, Art & Architecture 

Source or Art, Design and Architecture Collection and demonstrate how to search 
for the artwork and the artist’s name (last name, first name).

7. Have the students discuss what they feel and think about the artwork now that 
they know more about the artist’s original intention and meaning and how that 
differs from the meme.

8. If you have additional time, you can ask the students to choose one of the versions 
of the meme and apply the questions listed on the one-page handout for media 
literacy from the National Association for Media Literacy Education: https://drive.
google.com/file/d/0B8j2T8jHrlgCZ2Zta2hvWkF0dG8/view. The categories of 
techniques and interpretations correspond well to this learning activity.

Recommended readings:
Milner, Ryan M. “Logics: The Fundamentals of Memetic Participation.” In The World 

Made Meme: Public Conversations and Participatory Media. Cambridge: The 
MIT Press, 2016. 
“Logics: The Fundamentals of Memetic Participation” is an information-packed 
but easy and interesting read that describes and demonstrates how the participa-
tory acts of meme re-appropriation, resonance, collectivism, and spread happen.

Mina, An Xiao. “Chaos Magic.” In Memes to Movements: How the World’s Most Viral 
Media is Changing Social Protest and Power, 97–129. Boston: Beacon Press, 2019. 
“Chaos Magic” is the most relevant chapter to this chapter, although every chap-
ter in this book is relevant to memes, and is well-researched and written in an 
interesting and easy-to-read manner.

https://images.google.com
https://tineye.com/
https://tineye.com/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8j2T8jHrlgCZ2Zta2hvWkF0dG8/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8j2T8jHrlgCZ2Zta2hvWkF0dG8/view
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Serafini, Frank. “Elements of Art, Design, and Visual Composition.” In Reading the 
Visual: An Introduction to Teaching Multimodal Literacy. New York: Teachers 
College Press, 2014. 
There are four additional chapters in Part I: Theoretical and Instructional Foun-
dations that have useful information for understanding how visual images are 
perceived, read and understood, and how artists and illustrators use visual elements 
of design to create and communicate their message to the viewer. Although the 
author does not talk specifically about memes in this book, his descriptions of 
multimodal ensembles of visual imagery and text can be extended to memes.
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