Shutterfly Image Analysis

This ad for Shutterfly photo books illustrates some of the issues raised by Baudrillard’s theory of simulacrum. In the image, the highly processed nature of the product being sold as well as the composition and content of the ad all contribute to what Baudrillard would refer to as a “hyperreality”  of childhood and family.

Baudrillard argues that a simulacrum can be recognized as a copy that can be endlessly reproduced, but has no singular and authentic original. In this way it can be seen as something born directly from an assembly which becomes a sign which does not correlate to an existing reality. He suggests that these rootless signs are so ubiquitous that they come to replace “real” existence itself in the creation of a hyperreallity (Baudrillard, 1988). 

This ad for Shutterfly photo books appeared in Martha Stewart Living. It can be assumed then that the target audience is to be drawn in by the value, which verges on anxiety, of constantly organizing and ‘bettering’ the realm of the family and home. Shutterfly offers a service which inserts digital photographs into album templates resulting in an easily consumable product. In this way Shutterfly capitalizes on the over abundance of digital imagery to create a simulacrum which is intended to replace the practice of scrap-booking or the creation of a family album. But with the data from an individual order, Shutterfly can potentially make an infinite number of copies each bearing no more authentic a connection to childhood than the next. Instead the product positions empty simulacra within a larger hyperreality or imaginary context which is taken for granted as such (Baudrillard, 1988). 

The image in this ad also lends itself well to a fabricated hyperreality of family and childhood. The eye begins with the largest central image of the boy and then takes an elliptical path following his actions into the background and out again to rest on the central image. With the distracted nature of his actions the advertisers hope to tap into the notion that children are so spontaneous parents can’t begin to capture all those special moments without the help of Shutterfly processing The choice to composite numerous images of the boy creates  a visually seamless, albeit impossible, scenario in which the audience is expected to recognize the child’s boundless imagination and capacity for play. The lushness of the surrounding flora also contribute to the notion of youthfulness and new growth while the red of the child’s shirt make his ‘play’ seem dynamic. All these elements create an overall stage; a scene of a back yard, but not a back yard at all. Although this scene can be lit well and printed a thousand times over for the October 2007 issue the truth is that there is no child who plays in there back yard like this. In this assembly, the advertisers have evacuated what Baudrillard refers to as the vicissitudes of existence: the mud, slivers and tantrums of actual childhood. In this way this ad creates a stage which is inhabited by a simulacra of childhood, but in it’s multiple layers of processing it leaves no room for the experience itself. 

This is not an image of a child playing, this is an actor working. He is performing for the camera, not a parent on the porch. In this way even the child’s play becomes a symbol. At least here in this composited high definition play is a simulacra exemplified in the child’s posed face in the central vertical axis. One question to be asked then is in the constant positioning of the perfect smile, do we loose the ability to recognize the original? Is it possible that with the omnipresence of digital photography, children everywhere interrupt authentic play to perform in the same way and unwittingly find themselves simulacra in a hyperreal experience?
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