
Austrian news magazine 
World of George W. Bush. From Alcoholic to US President: How does the 

 At that time, the opinion of the Austrian readers did matter 

clues concerning Bush´s potential image in Austria, but the following analysis 
will concentrate on the visual presentation of Bush on this  cover. (Fig. 1) 
 
A close-up of his face was basically crammed into the upper part of the page while 
the headline accompanying the image was given ample space. His forehead was 

Bush appeared severely restricted and was clearly denied the necessary room to fully 

center. The photo was obviously taken in a moment of careless control over his 
facial features. Consequently, Bush looked skeptical and clueless. His appearance 

psychological studies, exaggerated facial expressions were considered an indicator of 
insanity. At that time, individuals whose facial expressions failed to match behavior 
were viewed as a threat to the concept of autonomous subjecthood. Along with the 
psychological impressions of President Bush also came a mass of physiological data. 
The close-up revealed a badly shaved presidential chin, hair growing out of his 
nose, a downward pointed mouth. There were pores and wrinkles, and due to the 
uneven lighting, the right half of the face seemed more advanced in terms of aging, 

to convey a particular message. The corresponding visuals are supposed to support 
the main arguments of the journalistic text and to illustrate the points made there. 
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referred to a kind of psychogram of the president created by Justin A. Frank, an 

- Frank elaborated on his tele-diagnosis of Bush and contemplated the particular 
defaults and handicaps of his potential patient. As the  article mentioned, his 

patient and Regine Hendrich´s deranged close-up of the president´s face on 
the cover of the magazine formed a perfect match in a journalistic discourse. 

Excessive Media Discourse 

views but will, instead, have a closer look at the destructive energies at play in these 
dismantling processes. My point is that unfavorable close-ups of the sort described 
above should not just be taken as expressions of criticism and polemics, but could 
be viewed as acts of excess by which journalism celebrates the destruction of its 

 abundance of 
cosmic energy circulating on our planet. These systems assimilate energy and turn 
it into production, growth, or the expansion of existing structures. Yet, the capacity 
of a system to bind energy and use it productively is limited. At a certain point, 
energy as a limitless resource that exceeds any possible economical context regains 
its anarchic, unbound status and creates waste, loss, and destruction. The exuberant 
energy which can no longer be held at bay by the system eventually subverts it and 
an orgiastic, liberating type of force is released. My thesis is that in the case of these 

the abject. The same energy or concern that went into the making of publicly 

cathartic seems to manifest itself in the attempt to distort what was brought into form 
before. Distance is replaced by radical closeness and the logic and laws of reception 

frees itself from the restrictions of its own pictorial standards and conventions. 
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Photograph: Brooks Kraft / Corbis, Regine Hendrich
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Constructing Iconic Faces

inscribe certain views of prominent individuals in the consciousness of the public. 
That requires a repetitive act of presenting certain images over and over again 

the recognition of famous faces
Psychology at the  proves especially insightful. Carbon basically 

test persons involved were assigned the task of identifying these images. As it turned 
out, the processing of famous faces was quite impressive when the test subjects were 
confronted with well-known versions of a famous face. A good example of such 

Guevara. When the test persons were confronted with unfamiliar, less promoted 

of Che with an altered hair style, of Cindy Crawford without her beauty spot, or of 
the pope without his pileolus, posed problems for the persons asked to identify them.

processing of famous faces might depend on icons imbued in society but not the 

in terms of face processing, we are in fact only good at icon processing, which is 

by etching particular versions of a prominent face into the viewer´s memory. This 
conditioning of the viewer happens in the form of visual bombardment and an 
excessive distribution of branded images. At the same time, this dissemination 

are prone to breaking at any time. The available energy accumulates and builds up 
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to a certain point and, when reaching a level of saturation, either gets lost or turns 
into unbound and destructive forces. With really well introduced views of famous 
protagonists, the insults of these merciless dismantling acts are obviously felt the most.

 

The Formless, the Waste, and the Abject of the Media System

undermines processes of giving form and meaning. Another example of such a 
denigrating representation would be Alfred Gusenbauer´s image featured on a 
cover of  shortly after he was nominated the Austrian chancellor in January 

and referred to the fact that the 
Austrian Socialist politician had agreed to severe revisions of the original promises 
made during the election phase in order to ensure his chancellorship through an 
agreement with the conservative party. On the title page, Gusenbauer looked 
foolishly happy. His face, which protruded from a uniform black background, was 
reminiscent of a shallow disk, severed from the rest of his body. As his polemically 

unable to contain and to communicate solidity. Monumental in form, but highly 

not suitable to promote him as a guarantor of reliability. For Thomas Macho 

view, these severed faces with no reference to a body are particularly prone to 

scattered light, which sometimes takes the form of abrupt highlights on bits of 

psychological consequences for the beholder of such images. How do viewers 
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distorted close-ups, an assault against the positive and pleasant form is launched 
and a surplus of destructive and image-eroding energy makes itself felt. As Rosalind 

morphology, and cognitive unity has always been a construct. What appears 
well-centered, in turn, centers the beholder, the so called well-built stabilizes its 
onlooker, and what we perceive as a whole allows the viewer to become complete. 

 

 

not just on a surface level of perception but also on a more precarious level of 
cognitive balance. Of course, these negative variations of actually positively 
connoted pictures create fear, rejection, and aggression on the part of the viewer, 

hostility and aversion to certain people. However, from the perspective of Bataille 

might have on their framework of normality. To gain a new distance from role 

explain the laughter of people as a possible reaction to such unfavorable images. 

The Digital Making of the “Informe”

presented a Jean-Baptiste Mondino picture of the American actor George 

looked like a rash. The dirt particles were reminiscent of an infection that 
slowly eroded the perfect façade. Uncontrollable organisms seemed to grow 
on Mr. Clooney. They invaded his facial territory and bit into the smooth 
façade. Their expansion and exuberant growth were especially disconcerting 
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stands for a prim look, perfect hairstyle, and elegant clothing. On the 
 cover the womanizer´s normally perfectly combed hair was messy, 

As an outcome of this random lighting, the outlines of the upper left part of his 

by Jacques Lacan. Clooney seemed to be unexpectedly captured by an agent of 
visibility that provides random visual renditions of people and denies control over 

was not enough that the star was splattered with dirt and that his Ralph Lauren 

liberation from the constraints of sublimation. Playing in the dirt, soiling oneself, 
carrying the physical marks of transgression – this was what the image signalled. 

As further research on the photographer revealed  Jean-Baptiste 

from the world of models and stars. For instance, he presented Shalom with a black 
eye, Nadja with her throat slit, and Kristen McMenamy´s body covered with scars. 
Apparently most of the models vetoed the publication of these images. As to the image 
featured on the  cover, George Clooney obviously 
willingly agreed to Mondino´s experiments and lent him his façade for his digital 
transformations. He fearlessly handed himself over to operations that would not 

expression of his eyes indicate, he was fully comfortable with this digital assault that 

cold bloodedly decided to stage something which looked like the old fashioned 

George Clooney can be taken as a critical comment on print media practices. Both, 
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3

George Clooney, 

Photograph: Jean-Baptiste Mondino

Denigrative Views 159

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839429549-010 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839429549-010
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


energies which lie at the bottom of all the media attempts to generate appealing 

contract of loyalty towards its subjects at any time and subsequently destroy what 

view of a person. Still, there is something highly irrational about the verve with 
which these pictorial assaults, or violations of 

of energy breaks free, which is cathartic. There is more at stake than just polemics. 

prevailing in our society and conceptions of subject hood are cancelled and called 

be easy to achieve – and George Clooney was even able to turn a denigrating 
revision of his well-known persona into another successful media performance.

. Salzburg: Fotohof edition. (www.fotohof.at
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