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Woven carpets and printed textiles have often had their decoration and design built 
around concealed and secret messages. Some of these designs have become so stylised 
through time that their original meanings are now obscure. Animals are often used as 
symbolic motifs. Persian carpets, for example, sometimes use a design that has four fish 
swimming in different directions to symbolise infinity. A scorpion and an elephant’s 
foot are recurring images in Turkmen fabrics, imbuing the owner with the strength and 
tenacity of the scorpion, or the power and determination of the elephant. The intrigue of 
these pieces is created by the skill in which the designs are interlaced and interwoven to 
form cohesive, complex outcomes. 

Persian Rug
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The starting points in this paper may help you form ideas. You can follow them 
closely, use them as a source of information or produce your own individual 
response to the theme. Please read the whole paper as any section may provide you 
with inspiration.

The internal workings of many of today’s products are kept secret from the customer. 
How a modern car engine or mobile phone actually works is so vastly complicated that 
the designers often do not want the consumer to be able to see the working parts, 
or attempt a repair if it goes wrong. This can have the consequence of deliberately 
alienating the user from any sense of understanding the technology. Some products 
have bucked the trend, Apple’s iconic iMac computer and Dyson’s DC range of vacuum 
cleaners reveal the interior; in Dyson’s case this reassures the consumer that the product 
is doing the job. Transparent computer cases represent a recent trend to empower the 
user with full and glorious visibility. 

Transparent Computer Case
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The appearance of a building sends out a message about its function and status using 
numerous codes and conventions. The size and scale of the entrance and the quality of 
the materials used immediately communicate meanings, examples being the entrance 
hall to Grand Central Station in New York and the steps and colonnades of St Paul’s 
Cathedral.

In a project called Bix, the company ‘realities:united’ has used a vast array of circular neon 
lights to cover the entire skin of the Kunsthaus Graz building in Austria with information 
displays. The already futuristic pod-like form of the building has been transformed, taking 
the idea of ‘the medium is the message’ to a new level.  

realities: united architect  
Kunsthaus Graz  

building
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Many artists and designers have experimented in a range of disciplines and brought new 
ideas to refresh the conventions of different art practices. David Hockney is primarily a 
painter but has designed sets for operas such as The Magic Flute. Alexander McQueen 
brought a sense of performance art and theatre to his fashion shows. Dale Chihuly’s 
design for the opera Bluebeard’s Castle is a further example of this mixing of artistic 
approaches. He is normally considered to be a glass designer, for instance producing 
extraordinary work for the interior of the Bellagio Hotel in Las Vegas. His celebration of 
the light, colour and opulence that glass can bring has been transferred to theatre design 
with spectacular success. 

Dale Chihuly 
Design for Bluebeard’s Castle
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Countries approach the conventions and rituals of life and death in varying ways. In 
western cultures, the acknowledgement of death is governed by dark and sombre 
colours and a serious, respectful tone. By contrast, the Mexican Day of the Dead 
celebrations are colourful and vibrant. A tradition has grown up in Ghana of lavish and 
expensive funeral celebrations, complete with colourful billboards and the construction 
of bespoke hand-made coffins. These are themed to represent the life or profession 
of the deceased. Shoes, aeroplanes, tools, beer bottles and animals have all provided 
inspiration for these caskets.

Ghanian Fish Coffin
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The starting points in this paper may help you form ideas. You can follow them 
closely, use them as a source of information or produce your own individual 
response to the theme. Please read the whole paper as any section may provide you 
with inspiration.

The group photo has powerful underlying conventions, whether a family portrait or 
of a gathering of friends. These reflect codes of behaviour that shift over time. In the 
early 1990s Paul M Smith explored the convention of the ‘team photo’ and the ‘night 
out’ – photographs so often taken by groups of ‘lads’, which he took to be anything but 
spontaneous.

Trish Morrissey gently subverted the ritual of the family holiday photo in her 2005-7 
series of photographs called Front, often swapping clothes and taking on the role of the 
mother in semi- formal gatherings staged on beaches in Britain and Australia.

Tom Wood, Elaine Constantine, Brassaї and Malick Sidibé have explored similar territory, 
recording social gatherings. Diane Arbus, Sally Mann and Nikki S. Lee have taken 
photographs that challenge and question the normal conventions of such images.

Trish Morrissey 
Sylvia Westbrook, August 2nd, 2005

photograph
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In The Road to Mecca, Maha Malluh mixes signs, symbols and conventions from the 
present and the past to illustrate the modern experience of the Hajj or journey to Mecca. 
She uses her children’s toys and the design of the Kiswa as a background, visually unified 
by the darkroom process of photograms.

Many contemporary photographers, such as Garry Fabian Miller, Susan Derges and 
Adam Fuss, mix conventions and visual codes. Isa Genzken challenges expectations of 
traditional photographs in her work, by combining photography and sculpture. These 
pieces are influenced in part by Rauschenberg’s Combines and Peter Blake’s paintings.

Maha Malluh 
The Road to Mecca

photograph
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Places and objects hold secrets and tell stories. Eugene Atgèt was one of the first 
photographers to sense the passage of time and a melancholy presence in the quiet 
backstreets of Paris. Paul Seawright, Simon Norfolk and Willie Doherty record places that 
bear secret histories or subtle evidence of conflict.

In her series Mothers and Frida, the Japanese photographer Ishiuchi Miyako took pictures 
of the secret history imbued in the possessions left behind after a person’s death. Her 
work shows a continuing obsession with the traces we leave behind, both as individuals 
and as a society.

Ishiuchi Miyako 
Frida Kahlo’s corset

photograph
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The photographer Diane Arbus wrote ‘A picture is a secret about a secret. The more 
it tells you the less you know.’ This could equally refer to Maya Deren’s and Alexander 
Hackenschmied’s 1943 film Meshes of the Afternoon, which used innovative techniques 
such as slow motion, repetition and jump cuts to build a sense of a dream interacting 
with reality. In the film objects seem to have a mysterious and secret significance, 
known only to the dreamer. It has influenced other filmmakers such as David Lynch in 
Twin Peaks. Dreams and surreal imagery have also inspired other photographers and 
filmmakers such as Jerry Uelsmann, Madame Yevonde, Lara Zankoul, Wes Anderson and 
Matthew Barney. 

Still from Meshes of the Afternoon  
Maya Deren and Alexander Hackenschmied

photograph
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