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I will be considering the image at left,  the cover of the novel Great Apes by Will Self. The image is credited to Daniel Lee, and the design to William Webb. I chose this object because it is part of the reading material for one of my classes. When this book arrived in the mail, I was immediately struck by its cover. The image is very haunting. It is a composite of a man and a chimpanzee. The face looks more chimpanzee than human, but the eyes of the creature are positively human. They appear to stare directly at the viewer, regardless of the angle from which you are viewing it. It is so startling, in fact, that I can’t look at it too long because it scares me. I want to investigate exactly why this image is so haunting. To do so, I will consider how the image encompasses multiple visual disciplines simultaneously.

To investigate the semiotics of this image, it is important to note first the content of the novel. In the story, everyone in the world transforms overnight into chimpanzees seemingly except for the main character. The cover makes sense then, it is part-chimpanzee part man. If you are observing the image without the knowledge of what happens in the novel, however, it seems to be some kind of comment on evolution. The images of evolving man (see image below), starting out from a chimpanzee walking on all fours to a completely upright man are very common in modern visual culture. Any images hinting at evolution that blend man and ape have come to be associated with scientific and natural progress. These images can evoke associations with the political debate surrounding evolution. 

The most disturbing feature of this figure is its eyes. First of all, they are extremely photorealistic—they look like real human eyes. In fact, the entire figure looks completely real. When you look very close at the skin,  you can see that it looks exactly like real human skin. The light reflection and the flaws of the skin look completely real. This indicates that at least the skin must be from a photograph because it simply looks too life-like to be fabricated. In some places the details of the image look like they have been blurred. This has the effect of softening some of the fine details of the image, making the image look more like a painting and less like a photograph. This contributes to shocking nature of the image in that you cannot tell how it was constructed. 

The color of this image is also very striking. It is all grayscale, but it also appears to have some reddish tonal shading. The color of the image makes it appear older. It is almost like an old scientific pencil sketch. When you look at it up close though, you realize how complex of an image it is. There is a huge range of texture in this image. The most simple is the background. The figure is basically a cutout. The background is a completely even gray that appears in the tweed jacket. This gray lacks any texture and dimension. It is a flat gray. The figure does not have any flat textures. The fine furry hair, the dull oily glow of the skin, the metallic of the spectacles and the tweed of the jacket represent the fullest range of texture you could expect to see in such a simple image. After all, this is a portrait, a view of a figure from only the chest up. 

From considering this image closely, I have realized that it is so disturbing because it is so realistic. This realism is achieved by compositing photographs seamlessly them to yield a completely confounding effect. This is the same method that makes the novel so disturbing—it is written realistically enough to be believable. The result, a world of chimpanzee-people, is truly disturbing. 
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