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Visual merchandising: The image of selling
edited by Louisa Iarocci
Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2013, 254 pages
ISBN: 978-1-4094-2697-4 (hardback) Price: £60.00
Reviewed by June Rowe, University of the Arts
The subject of visual merchandising history may
conjure images of the confection and abundance of
early window displays of old-style emporia. Indeed,
the cover photograph of Visual Merchandising: The
Image of Selling reveals the multiple messages of turnof-the-century merchandising: elements of
showmanship, display and signage at street level,
indicating the visible means of orientating the
emergent urban consumer. The editor, Louisa Iarocci,
establishes the focus of the book in her introduction:
to uncover the images of selling that deﬁne the
relationship between consumer and commodity in a
variety of retail environments. Iarocci states that the
volume was inspired by a collective eﬀort to expand
the ﬁeld of visual culture to include the visual
artefacts of display, and it is the analysis of the
connections between aesthetics, consumption and
business practice that unify the topics of the
contributors. The concern is to reposition the subject
of visual merchandising in visual studies as a source
of material and cultural evidence to develop
understanding of the role of imagery in the
commercial structures of selling.
The volume is an interdisciplinary collection which
examines the visual practices and material spaces of
merchandising, oﬀering new directions in scholarship.
These images of selling are viewed in terms of the
history of merchandising from the mid-nineteenth
century to the present. The essay topics are diverse, from
object posters, exotic goods and car bonnet ornaments
to funeral homes, and each are related to three key
themes of promotion, product and place, with an
overarching emphasis on the correlation between
spectacle and the commercial strategies used to shape
the visual experience and response of the consumer.
Many of the contributors are scholars of architecture, so
there is an emphasis on the materiality of the built
environment and the design of props to engage consumer
interest and promote sales, supported by a variety of
informative illustrations. From the ‘living sign’ of the
cover photograph to the architectural language of store
facades, print advertising, representational objects and the
development of commercial infrastructures, the reader is
introduced to manifold strategies in the marketing of
retail goods, including the promotion of the material and

intangible qualities of the sales object and the means by
which they inﬂuence consumer perception and desire.
Perhaps, the text most commonly associated with early
systems of visual merchandising is L. Frank Baum’s The
Art of Decorating Dry Goods Windows and Interiors
from 1900, cited by Iarocci as one of the earliest and
most well-known manuals on display but not the ﬁrst on
the subject. It was Baum who subsequently wrote The
Wizard of Oz, and the cinematic images of Dorothy’s
discoveries in the Emerald City are never far from the
fantasy spaces of visual merchandising. The inclusion of
truck stops, automobile showrooms and telephone
advertising in the book highlight the central role that the
imagery and geographical spaces of the American
landscape play in visual merchandising, and Iarocci’s
introduction situates the development of the visual
language of selling and techniques of display in an
American historical context. However, despite its
particular regional focus, the volume successfully
addresses the multiple boundaries, social behaviours and
spatial relationships that exist between commodity and
consumer and thereby oﬀers a set of broadly applicable
perspectives for interpreting the commercial and artistic
elements that constitute visual merchandising.
© 2014 June Rowe
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1472586X.2014.863035
Mobile screens: The visual regime of navigation
by Nanna Verhoeﬀ
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2012,
212 pages
ISBN: 978-90-896-4379-7 (paperback) Price: €32.50
Also distributed by the University of Chicago Press,
Price: US$35.00
Reviewed by Simon Ferdinand, Amsterdam School for
Cultural Analysis
This bold book argues that screen media have dovetailed
with various forms of mobility in the modern world so
as to constitute a distinct ‘visual regime’, that is, a
fundamental dispensation of established modes,
instruments and understandings of visuality. Verhoeﬀ
contends that our current regime is characterised by
practices and tropes of navigation. Rather than
proclaiming some radical visual paradigm shift,
however, Mobile Screens applies a well-chosen
methodology of historical comparison between media
forms, allowing Verhoeﬀ to discern an uneven complex
of breaks and continuities that mark the development of
the proposed ‘culture of screen mobility’ (15).
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Proper to the study of something so broadly dispersed as
a socially hegemonic visual paradigm, the book’s case
studies have been drawn from wide ranging moments
and levels of social experience. The chapters progress
from panoramas that extend before car windshields; the
forms and metaphorical ﬁgures with which various
media have reﬂexively represented their own
possibilities; a conceptually provocative new round of
gadgetry, exempliﬁed by the Nintendo DS; moving
screen images that saturate urban space and the locative
new media that have transformed cartography into a
networked, interactive and ever more pervasive cultural
practice.
The book is thick with searching and imaginative – if
also often elliptical – conceptual abstraction, demanded
by these variously ephemeral, quotidian, hybrid and
extraordinarily dynamic objects and practices. Although
the text seems reticent as to how deﬁnitive of
contemporary visual culture this visual regime is
intended to be, its underlying problematic of navigation
certainly proves illuminating in each of its diverse scenes
and studies.
Interwoven with the elaboration of navigation as a frame
for considering mobile screen media in practice, Mobile
Screens is animated by a second argument. Verhoeﬀ
holds that locative screen media are profoundly
performative. This idea goes further than suggesting that
they structure our ways of seeing, knowing and
inhabiting space; instead, she argues that they constitute
the lifeworld. Taking a radically constructivist position
that readers might ﬁnd bracing, Verhoeﬀ also insists that
they produce space itself – ‘not only taking place’, as she
puts it, ‘but truly making space’ (131).
To that hard take on media images’ performativity, she
adds the interactivity that is heralded, principally, by
touchscreen interfaces, arguing that screen media
empower their users to imaginatively form and enact
their own worlds. That compelling idea should certainly
provoke debate, not least over the question of whether
the celebrated interactivity or dialogism of locative
media applications indeed aﬃrms users. Interactivity
might rather be taken as the consensual immersion and
investment of quotidian lived experience in the
determinate framings or codings of space in which
greater social interests are at stake (Google’s cartography
being a ready example); less the free co-creation of space
than domination by consent.
Mobile Screens presses deep into this and many other
challenging topics in visual culture. Forcing selfinterrogation, it presents readers concerned with several
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overlapping ﬁelds – most especially media theory,
cartography and contemporary phenomenology – with
much to contemplate and work through.
© 2014 Simon Ferdinand
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1472586X.2014.863036
‘We live in the shadow’: Inner-city kids tell their stories
through photographs
by Elaine Bell Kaplan
Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 2013, 193 pages
ISBN: 978-1-4399-0790-0 (paperback) Price: US$25.95
Reviewed by Mark Dunford, University of Brighton
Elaine Bell Kaplan’s short book ‘We live in the Shadow’:
Inner City Kids Tell their Stories through Photographs
provides a descriptive account of a participatory
photography project in South Central Los Angeles (LA),
an area of high poverty, crime and related social
problems. Over a 2-year period, 54 young people aged
12–15 from the Neighborhood Academic Initiative
(NAI) were given cheap cameras and asked to chronicle
their everyday lives. The resulting pictures were gathered
together under speciﬁc themes and were considered by
participant focus groups looking at the history of South
Central LA, school and neighbourhood experiences and
family life. Additional contributions from 15 parents
and a group of 21 students from University of Southern
California add breadth to the study.
Like many community-based arts or media projects, We
Live in the Shadow was inspired by a desire to provide
excluded people with a means to express themselves
through creative endeavour and to use creativity as a
tool for young people to shine an understanding light on
their everyday experience. The introductory section
describes how the photovoice methodology
underpinning the project draws on the inﬂuential work
of C. Wright Mills and Paulo Friere to explicitly link
photography and social change. Seeing is a route to
understanding the lives lived by these young people. By
giving them cameras, so that they can take their own
photographs, the project seeks to empower them by
locating critical authorship ﬁrmly in their hands. Simple
photography enables the young people to deﬁne their
position in society visually, and the outcome combines a
curious mix of the optimism of youth with a
disheartening sense of the inequalities at the heart of LA
life. Because of this, it is a book bristling with anger
rather than analysis.
For many people, Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb’s
1972 study of the lives of working class people in Boston,

