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Plate 5.  Examples of other colours in the visual culture of Indian restaurants in Montreal, QC. 
2001. Source: Author’s own. 
 
Pictured, from top, left to right: Maison Indian Curry, Rue Jean Talon, Restaurant Lazzeez, Rue 
Jean Talon, India Beau Village, Rue Jarry, Malhi Sweets, Rue Jarry, Le Palais de L’Inde, 
Boulevard St. Laurent, Le Roi de L’Inde, Rue St. Denis. 
 

 

 

Speaking on a personal level – something that I will get into further in the 

reflexive portion of the analysis dealing with the associations inherent to my own gaze – I 

can say that colour, as well as font style, were so consistent that I began to scan the 
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streetscape for what I was coming to know as the tell-tale sings of an Indian restaurant. 

My eye would travel along in search of combinations of red, green, yellows and orange, 

which proved a fairly accurate technique, despite the visual chaos present in the dense 

signage that characterizes the main, heavily commercial streets involved in the study 

(Saint Laurent, Saint Denis, Rue Jean Talon and Rue Jarry).  This tendency to scan the 

general visual culture of the environment for colour (as well as particular styles of 

lettering, as will be discussed shortly) speaks to the urban semiotics described by 

Gottdiener (1986) where individuals work to spot and decode the spectrum of meanings 

imbued into the physical and visual substance of the city.  In the vein of Jenks’s 

assertions regarding the reproduction of culture, even as it operates at the level of purely 

visual information, my eyes and expectations became trained through the consistent 

associative display of these colours in direct conjunction with an ethnically and culturally 

defined form of consumerism (Geertz, 1993; Jenks, 1993, 1995).   

 

 5.2.4 Iconography 

As stated in the section introducing the aesthetic criteria, the understanding of 

iconography being applied here is one  that identifies instances of representative imagery, 

that is, the use of imagery as an iconic system of reference to communicate meaning and 

establish a desired association; a “visual lexis” (Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001, p. 92).   
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A review of the types of iconography observed is helpful to establish themes in 

the exterior aesthetics of the Indian restaurants examined in this study.  It was found that 

while some iconography was nationally and culturally explicit, as in the use of the Indian 

flag, other uses of iconography were more reliant on popular perceptions and 

imaginations of traditional India, while the most subtle uses of decoration made use of 

vague iconographies of exotic aesthetics.  It has been written that in the spiritual 

vocabulary of Hindusim, there is the concept of ‘darsan’, where Hindus go to the temple 

and meet the powerful, eternal gaze of the eyes of God. ‘Darsan’ means to “see” the 

divine image, and it is the single most common and significant element of Hindu worship 

(Eck, 1998, p. 1).  This beautiful practice and concept is interesting to keep in mind in 

exploring the visual in Indian iconography, be these images and emblems actually 

representative of this religious tradition or not, as it provides an extra contextual layer to 

thinking about visual culture in relation to India that is meaningful in ways that marketing 

and branding concerns can never be.   

The following portion of analysis will consider each of the identified 

iconographic themes, with photographic examples from the photographed restaurants 

provided for visual reference.   
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As stated, some of the observed iconography is arguably explicit and literal in its 

use of national symbology, as in the display of the Indian flag (see Plate 6).   The 

purpose, meaning, and associative elements to a picturing of the Indian flag are hardly 

disputable – the flag represents the Indian state, and therefore, is symbolic of the Indian 

nation and country in the political sense at the very least.  In the case of the Restaurant 

Bombay, located along Saint Denis in the Plateau, the flag was figured alongside the 

three-headed lion, India’s national symbol, a sculpture of which is located in Kamala 

Nheru park in Mumbai (Bombay), India (Banerjea 1941; Rao, 1914). This icon was also 

featured in the signage of ‘La Nouvelle Lune Indienne’, located along Saint Denis, placed 

above a pair of praying hands.  ‘Mysore’ restaurant along Saint Laurent in the Plateau 

features an image of ‘the gateway of India’, an iconic architectural monument in 

Mumbai, India (see Plate 6).  I’m inclined to wonder if ‘Le Porte de L’Inde’, located 

along Boulevard Saint Laurent, is loosely referring to this icon as well. 
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Plate 6. Examples of observed instances of ‘Indian’ iconography in the visual culture of Indian 
restaurants in Montreal, QC.  2011. Source: Author’s own. 
 
Pictured, from top left to right: Restaurant Bombay, Rue St. Denis. Restaurant Bombay, Rue St. 
Denis, Pushap, Rue Jean Talon, La Nouvelle Lune Indienne, Rue St. Denis, Restaurant East 
India, Rue St. Denis. 

 

 

 

The Taj Mahal, though while not officially affiliated with Indian nationhood, has 

become emblematic of India in its capacity as a stunning example of Indian architecture 

as well as a meaningful symbol of Indian culture in the popular imagination (Begley, 
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1979; Begley & Desai, 1989; Singh, 1997), and is present in the imagery used by the 

‘Bombay Mahal’ and ‘Restaurant East India’ in the Plateau – Mont Royal 

neighbourhood. 

Other elements of visual culture deemed to constitute a type of iconography were 

much more subtle; decorative elements were observed in the exteriors of the restaurants 

in the form of ornate designs and patterns used to help establish an overall impression of 

an ‘Indian’ ethnicized aesthetic.  Consider the swirling plate-cover of the ‘Punjab Palace’, 

the decorative swirls of ‘DBR Curry and Naan’, or those found on the exteriors of 

‘Lumiere de L’Inde’ and ‘Lune de L’Inde’ (Plate 7). 
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Plate 7. Examples of decorative iconography in the visual culture of Indian restaurants in 
Montreal, QC. 2011. Source: Author’s own. 
 
Pictured, from top left, clockwise: La Porte de L’Inde, Boulevard St. Laurent, La Lumiere de 
L’Inde, Boulevard St. Laurent, DBR Curry and Naan, Rue Jean Talon, Jasmine Patisserie 
Orientale, Rue Hutchison, Punjab Palace, Rue Jean Talon. 
 

 

     

  A commonly observed type of iconography was that of human figures.  The 

figures shown here comprise all those that were observed in the exterior aesthetics of 

Indian restaurants considered for the study in both neighbourhoods.  In all instances, the 

peoples pictured are presented in the dress and style of a ‘traditional’ conception of 
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Indian culture.  The male pictured in the hanging sign of ‘DBR Curry and Naan’ is 

donning a turban, positioned next to what appears, in my eye, to be a cross between a 

gravy boat and Aladdin’s lamp (Plate 8).  This comical ambiguity relates as a humorous 

caricature, employing the shorthand of visual stereotypes to communicate the promised 

elsewhereness of the eating experience along with the ethnic character of the cuisine. 

Observed female figures are seen to be clothed in saris, cholis (a type of cropped 

blouse) veils or dupatta, and a range of other accoutrements whose style and significance 

range immensely over the Eastern continent.  While the geographic and cultural 

significance of these items are vast, and continue to adapt and evolve to the present day 

(Kosambi, 1970; Panikkar, 1964; Singh, 2000), this kind of background knowledge is not 

presumed of the viewer – rather, it is the visual representation of the traditional that 

appeals to the popular iconography of what is deemed to be ‘Indian’ and more broadly, of 

what is deemed to be ‘authentic’ in that capacity (Lu & Fine, 1995; Taylor, 2001).  The 

use of female figures in this context is also some significance.  While it is not within our 

reach to pursue the depth of discussion necessary to do full justice to the role of gender in 

iconography, cultural representation and projections of exoticism, the ‘woman’ has long 

represented a palatable, non-threatening and inviting iconic figure of otherness in the 

male westernized gaze, one that is arguably internalized and normalized in popular visual 

vernaculars (Berger, 1972; Sarkar, 1987; Warford, 1983).  Indeed, the mythologized 



 

 

96 

 

‘Indian woman’ has been a persistent presence in the colonial imagination and continues 

to be apparent in projections of an attractive traditionality, and perhaps, a discretely 

sexualized exoticism (Bagchi, 1995; Guha-Thakurta, 2007; Hassler, 2008; Sarkar, 2000). 

It is also worth considering the gendering of food culture, as women in many cultures 

have long been associated with the preparation and serving of food, a connection that 

while intellectually outdated in any modern sense, is continually emphasized in 

advertising and marketing (Lundstrom, 1977, Shapiro, 2008).  Furthermore, the colonial 

imagination, be it accessed consciously on behalf of consumers or not, is likely to relate 

women associated with other, ‘less developed’ countries in more traditional roles, thereby 

engaging notions of home-cooked authenticity etc. (Bagchi, 1995; Hassler, 2008). 
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Plate 8. Examples of human iconography in the visual culture of Indian restaurants in Montreal, 
QC. 2011. Source: Author’s own. 
 
Pictured, from top left, clockwise: Dera Restaurant, Rue Jarry, Faim du Monde, Rue St. Denis, 
DBR Curry & Naan, Rue Jean Talon, La Lumiere de L’Inde, Boulevard St. Laurnet, La Lumiere 
Indienne, Rue St. Denis, DBR Curry & Naan, Rue Jean Talon. 
 

 

    

As figured in the title of this thesis, elephants were also observed to be featured as 

icons of India (Plate 9).  Elephants are indeed associated with the India in the popular 

imagination, yet are also historically significanct in Indian history and Hindu culture 
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(Banerja, 1941; Kosambi, 1970; Ray, 1932).  As such, the elephant may be seen to bridge 

the gap between associative iconography and something rooted in the actual cultural 

histories of the Indian people (ibid.)  The ‘Mahali Sweets’ restaurant, located in Parc 

Extension, pictures the rose.  It is the only restaurant to do so.  Cultivated in India for 

centuries, roses are a recurring icon in Hindu imagery as well (Banerja, 1941). 

Plate 9: Examples of the elephant featured as iconography in the visual culture of Indian 
restaurants in Montreal, QC. 2011. Source: Author’s own. 

Pictured, from top left, clockwise: Le Palais de L’Inde, Boulevard St. Laurent, DBR Curry and 
Naan, DBR Curry and Naan, Rue Jean Talon, Le Palais de L’Inde, Boulevard St. Laurent, La 
Porte de L’Inde, Boulevard St. Laruent. 
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 5.2.5 Architectural Elements 

A printed image of the Taj Mahal is pasted to the window of the Restaurant East 

India,, framed by the iconography of architectural reference of the horse-shoe or pointed 

archway known as the Chnandrashala (Ching, 1995; Petersen, 2002), painted on to the 

glass and housing the initialized shorthand ‘EI’ logo of the restaurant itself (Plate 10).  A 

similarly subtle use of architectural reference was observed in the window decals of the 

Jasmine Patisserie in the Parc Extension neighbourhood, where ambiguous archways 

decorated the window-glass along with decorative designs and flourishes and tiny 

jasmine flowers along the main sign (Plate 10).  

This use of architectural reference was also observed in a much more concrete 

expression on the façade of Atma Restaurant, situated along Saint Laurent, where the 

entire exterior of the restaurant has been re-finished so as to appear like an example of 

traditional Indian building materials and design (Plate 10).  Combined with the other 

aesthetic elements of colour and font, the distinct and vibrant architectural exterior of the 

restaurant communicates an intense and tactile instance of visual culture that deliberately 

projects an otherness and ‘elsewhereness’ in the midst of the commercial streetscape of 

Saint Laurent; a fantastical, structural fantasy of ethnicized exoticism based in reference 

and replication; a micro-landscape of simulation (Duncan, 1976: 391).  
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Plate 10. Examples of architectural elements in the visual culture of Indian restaurants in 
Montreal, QC. 2011. Source: Author’s own. 
 
Pictured, from top left to right: Atma Restaurant, Boulevard St. Laurent, Jasmine Patisserie 
Orientale, Rue Hutchison, Restaurant East India, Rue Prince Arthur. 
 

 

 

 

 The consideration of architectural elements concludes this review of aesthetic 

criteria as seen and indentified in the visual culture and external aesthetics of Indian 
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restaurants in the neighbourhoods of the Plateau – Mont Royal and Parc Extension.  The 

following material considers some additional criteria identified in the street front 

aesthetics and presentation of the considered restaurants worth considering in the overall 

analysis.   

 

 5.2.6 Additional Criteria 

 Additional criteria were also considered upon further review of the photographs, 

as it was observed that menus, positive reviews from newspapers and actual coloured 

depictions of menu items were also frequently featured in window displays.   It was also 

observed that some restaurants in the Parc Extension neighbourhood featured language(s) 

other than French or English on their signs, presumably to cater to a local demographic 

whose linguistic range is larger and/or different than those found in the Plateau – Mont 

Royal neighbourhood, where French and English dominate (Germain & Rose, 2000). The 

breakdown of these occurrences in each neighbourhood is represented in the following 

table (Table 10). 
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Table 10. Additional criteria considered in the visual culture of Indian restaurants in the Plateau 
– Mont Royal and Parc Extension neighbourhoods,  Montreal, QC. 2011.  
 

Criteria Plateau – Mont Royal Parc Extension 

Featured Reviews 9 7 

Visible Menu 9 6 

Pictured Dishes 6 1 

Languages other than 
French or English 

0 5 

 

This comparison reveals that while featuring positive reviews and menus in 

window-fronts is a common practice throughout both neighbourhoods (and indeed, based 

on my own observations, a common practice with many restaurants regardless of the 

ethnic origin of their cuisine), the Indian restaurants located within the Plateau – Mont 

Royal neighbourhood made a greater use of showing actual pictures of the food 

somewhere on the exterior of the business.  Given the greater density of tourist traffic in 

the Montreal Island downtown generally, it seems likely that the tendency to display 

menu items is a strategy aimed at a tourist population perhaps largely unfamiliar with 

Indian cuisine.  Through the means of visual representation, the possible reservations of 

would-be consumers exploring an unfamiliar food experience may be assuaged by 

attractive representations of available meal items (Buettner, 2008; Long, 2004; Molz, 
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2004).   

 Another interesting difference is found in how only restaurants in the Parc 

Extension neighbourhood featured languages in their signage that was other than French 

or English.  Given the greater proportion of immigrant and Indian communities living in 

the Parc Extension neighbourhood (Germain & Rose, 2000), the argument follows that 

the presence of other languages is meant to cater to such residents, and perhaps by 

extension, assumes less of a tourist-oriented customer base in general.  Such demographic 

information may also shed light on what restaurants in Parc Extension have chosen to 

prioritize in their aesthetic presentation.  Low rates of what could be termed a certain 

‘obviousness’, as with pictured menu items and explicit geographical referents, may be 

understood with the demographics and lower rates of tourist traffic in the area in mind. 

 With the visual findings of the research having been presented, the following 

chapter will discuss the findings of the analysis in relation to the originally stated 

research questions, as outlined in the objectives of the thesis project. 
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Chapter 6 

Discussion 

 

6.1  How is an ethnicized cultural identity visually communicated through the 

 exterior aesthetics of the observed Indian Restaurants in Montreal city?  

 

It was found that an ethnicized cultural identity was visually communicated through 

the exterior aesthetics of the observed Indian restaurants on the Island of Montreal, in the 

selected neighbourhoods of Plateau – Mont Royal and Parc Extension, by way of several 

aesthetic and visual criteria.  These criteria were comprised of colour, stylized fonts, of 

various types of iconography and architectural elements, and the use of geographical 

referents in business names to evoke images and associations of the Indian continent and 

a generalized sense of ‘elsewhere’.    

The iconographies explored in the analysis are seen as instances of the symbolic 

amplification that constitutes the icon, the image, and their combination as referent to an 

ambiguous original, sometimes becoming so powerful that the representative usurps the 

real, the referent becoming a reference to itself.  Considered as hypperreal spectacle, 

these iconographies may be understood to reference their own referential reality, rather 

than any ‘authentic’ cultural originality or geography (see Debord, 1995; Eco, 1979, 
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1995).   

Be it in reproduction of architectural signature or in the graphic representation of 

specific symbols, structures, and figures, the significance of such iconography is found in 

its re-creation and re-enforcement through the dialectical processes of global visual 

culture, enmeshed as it is in transnational webs of commodification and reproduction 

(Lasansky & McLaren, 2004).  Conceived in the context of advertising aims, such 

ethnicized iconography can also be understood as part of advertising as a (visual) culture 

of its own, (Barnard, 1995) regardless of the depth or accuracy possible in an 

informational landscape composed solely of reference. 

This visual culture, this system of reference designed for a transmission of 

information that favors the eye and the gaze, is a decidedly post-modern referential 

process of other times and places in a surrealistic pastiche of myth, reality and fantasy 

(Hopkins, 1990; Relph, 1976).  Design, image and consumption are blended in a delivery 

of meaning that actively attach cultural and ethnicized associations, even cachet, to the 

moment of the urban exterior (Goss, 1993).  In this capacity, the sign of an Indian 

restaurant becomes at once physical signifier and conceptual signified, the associations 

and suggestions of its aesthetic attributes a transformative syntax.  As such, the sign and 

exterior of the Indian restaurant becomes iconic of Indian restaurants, just as the 

iconography pictured in the sign and exterior of the Indian restaurant is iconic of India 
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(real or imagined).   

Discerning the ‘real’ versus the ‘imagined’ in the landscape of ethnicized space and 

visual culture points to the notion of authenticity.  For many consumers, ethnically 

themed restaurants may serve as their primary means of contact with a foreign culture, 

thus, the visual culture of the business ‘face’, functions as an initial impression, means of 

exposure and ambassador of a projected cultural identity (Wood & Munoz, 2007). As 

such, the visual culture of the Montreal Indian restaurants analyzed in this study are 

operators in the promise of authenticity, be it a deliberate message or the desired 

deduction of the would-be consumer.  Indeed, authenticity as it relates to consumption is 

bounded to the desire for a meaningful consumptive experience (McIntosh & Prentice, 

1999).  The visual culture of the Indian restaurants in this study constitute, then, 

contributions to the impression of a genuine cultural otherness in the capacity to advertise 

an ethnicized indentity via aesthetic elements that register in the shared symbolic lexicons 

of the popular Western imagination and tourist gaze (Hopkins, 1990; McIntosh & 

Prentice, 1999).  The eye that seeks difference, the eye that dutifully associates visual as 

well as semantic references, is led through the visual environment by the hand of that 

desire, the way lit by the presumed knowledges of what this authenticity ought to look 

like. The explicitly consumptive end of this associative negotiation results in the 

ingestion, as it were, of the authenticity of others in order to symbolically renew ones’ 
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own (Handler, 1986).  Samantha Kwan has mused that exploring ‘authentic’ ethnic food 

is also a way for conflicted middle and upper class Westerners to find a counterweight to 

their cooptation into Ritzer’s “MCDonalized” society (1983), and as the incorporation of 

ethnic cuisine into leisure routines becomes more and more popular, it also becomes 

eventually de-exoticized and assimilated into Western culinary identity (2005). 

One could argue that the visual culture – perhaps the iconography, the use of 

exaggerated decorative flair in text form, or the referencing of Indian place names and 

geographies – are distorted, simplified, and stereotyped by the translation process 

inherent to advertising, and by extension, branding (Kolter & Gertner, 2002; Messaris, 

1997). However, I argue that the fluidity of the concepts of culture and of authenticity 

allow for the moments of translated meaning in visual culture to be understood as 

primarily dialectictical, collaborative, and subjective exchanges dependent on situation 

and context (Grayson & Martinec, 2004; Jenks, 1993, 1995; Mitchell, 1987, 2005; Lu & 

Fine, 1995).    Following this line of thought, one can consider the dialectical and fluid 

character of this visual culture from the perspective of those of who employ it as active 

agents.  Given that this study deals with Indian restaurants, the cuisine and culture of 

such establishments are of a transnational origin and imply certain sociologies related to 

immigration. ‘Ethnic entrepeneurs’ who make use of their ethinc and cultural knowledges 

in economic and community building capacities are then part of a political, 
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epistemological and aesthetic visibility that contributes to the character and depth of the 

city (Keith, 1995). Ergo, the visual culture observed and analyzed within this study are 

instances of personalizing and re-appropriating stereotyped discourse through practice, 

used as instruments within the urban and commercial environment, whose implications 

are directed by the intentions and wants of proprieters (Malach-Pines et al, 2005; 

Rapport, 1995; Swidler, 1986).  

That said, it is worth thinking about these intensions and images beyond their 

immediate visuality.  While an appreciation of the diversification of visual culture in the 

city as it relates to cultural diversity is both positive and of good intention, it is important 

to place this appreciation within the broader socio-economic and political contexts and 

histories of restrictive immigration policies, of access to the job market, and of the 

spatialities of economic inequality.  Added to such considerations are the hidden politics 

of ethnic representation, given the realities of socio-economic disadvantage and 

discrimination; while the use of imagery and iconography as a self-aware means to 

advertise may be discussed as events of agency, as has been done in this thesis, these acts 

are likely to be laced with those tensions related to catering to the gazes and desires of 

those not similiarly positioned by way of culture, immigration status, economic status, 

and the adjoining limits these things bring in terms of cultural and entrepreneurial 

possibility.  In this way, while cynicism about cultural ‘iconic’ imagery in ethnicized 
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visual culture is arguably negative and of no real learning value, a critical awareness as to 

the cultural, social and economic tensions and circumstances that underlie this visual 

culture in it’s presence and application is both useful and positive in deepening a simple 

admiration and appreciation of ‘diversity’ as it is ‘visible’ in the city and foodscape of 

Montreal. 

The following material now reviews the visual culture as restated through the second 

research question stated in the objectives, concerning identified differences in visual 

applications between the Plateau – Mont Royal and Parc Extension neighbourhoods. 

 

6.2 Is there a noteworthy difference in the visual culture employed by Indian 

 restaurants between the two different neighbourhoods involved in this study? 

 

Stated concisely, the noted differences in the visual culture employed by Indian 

restaurants in the Plateau – Mont Royal and Parc Extension neighbourhoods are as 

follows: 

  

a) A greater use of aesthetic criteria in the Plateau – Mont Royal neighbourhood 

overall, 

b) A significantly higher use of iconography and geographical reference in the 
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Plateau – Mont Royal neighbourhood, 

c) A greater use of pictured menu menu items in the window displays of Plateau – 

Mont Royal restaurants, 

d) The presence of languages other than French or English on the signage of 

restaurants in the Parc Extension neighbourhood. 

 

The degree to which these identified differences are noteworthy may be framed by 

the points raised concerning agency and intention in the respective urban contexts of the 

two neighbourhoods and their associated demographics.  As previously stated, Parc 

Extension is currently an important arrival area in the city of Montreal for new 

immigrants, and is home to a large Indian community (Germain, 2011).  The comparative 

density of Indian – owned businesses is also significant: a walk through the 

neighbourhood makes this apparent, as do the business listings for the area as observed in 

the ‘India Gold Pages’, a free business directory listing that operates as a type of yellow 

pages for the Indian community in Canada (indiagoldpages.ca).  A review of the listings 

shows that a large percentage of listed Indian – owned businesses in Montreal are located 

along Rue Jean Talon in Parc Extension, the same street where many of the Indian 

restaurants in this study are located (Map 2).  One could infer that the comparatively low 

use of more symbolically explicit visual culture, in the form of so-called Indian 
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iconography, geographical referents in business names, and pictured menu items, are 

related to the expectation of a greater level of familiarity with Indian culture in local 

clientele.   

Research exploring the links between perceptions of authenticity and ethnic cuisine 

has shown that lesser degrees of contact and familiarity with the implicated culture are 

associated with higher responses to the visual character of theming (see Ebster & Guist, 

2004; Lu & Fine, 1995).  Conversely, it has also been noted that that the phenomenon of 

the “post tourist” (Feifer, 1985; Urry, 1990, 2002) involves an acceptance and even 

delight in the inauthenticity of the tourist experience, self-consciously playing with the 

symbols that popularly encode the ethnic restaurant (ibid.).  The post-tourist, aware of the 

social and commercial constraints to the elusiveness of authenticity, copes with the 

proliferation of signs and styles that would otherwise overwhelm the seeker of a 

meaningful cultural and consumptive experience (Urry, 1990, p. 72).  Considering this 

argument, the heavy iconography of some Indian restaurants in the study may be seen to 

have a certain ironic appeal in the gaze of the consumer, engaging in the dialectic of 

cultural projection and perception with an awareness of positionality that echoes the 

complicated positionality of ethnic restaurants whose use of stereotyped imagery and 

self-othering is an aware yet culturally and socio-economically tense process. 

While not part of the observed visual culture per se, it was noted that the Indian 
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restaurants in the Parc Extension neighbourhood are distributed in a much denser pattern 

than those in the Plateau Mont – Royal.  The density with which the restaurants are 

distributed recalls the ‘Banglatown’ and Brick Lane phenomena of East London 

(Maitland Gard’ner, 2004; Mavrommatis, 2010; Shaw et al, 2004).  Like East London, 

the Parc Extension neighbourhood is home to a higher proportion of ethnic minorities and 

Indian-owned businesses (as demonstrated by the listings of indiagoldpages.ca, for 

example), but where it differs, perhaps, is in the active place-branding and policy 

initiatives applied to promote that density as a place; a destination for leisure, 

consumption and tourism of a cultural nature.  While Parc Extension does boast a high 

concentration of ethnic minorities and a clustering of Indian restaurants, there has yet to 

be a policy-led branding exercise along Rue Jean Talon, with its reputation as a hot spot 

for Indian food remaining in the know for savvy clientele alone.  The potential for place 

branding in Parc Extension is an interesting thing to consider, as the potential certainly 

exists for business owners and the municipality to cooperate (if such a relationship is 

indeed desired by business owners). The consideration of place branding in relation to 

this project is also interesting to consider in that while signifiers of ethnic or cultural 

difference inscribed upon the urban landscape are the fodder for this thesis, they are also 

those same elements actively capitalized upon in branding exercises to target audiences 

and communicate desired associations to visitors seeking goods and services they value 
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as exotic (Shaw et al, 2004).   

 

Keeping these points in mind, the following section of the analysis will reflect on the 

topics of positionality in the process of viewing, along with the positionalities and 

perspective inherent to the process and methodology of photography as practiced in the 

making of this study and project.  This portion of the discussion will reflect on the 

multiple gazes involved in observing and photographing this visual culture: my 

observations will be analyzed in light of my expectation as a researcher and as one who 

looks and who photographs while walking through the city. 

 

6.3 How is my subjectivity and positionality as a researcher and cultural outsider 

 involved in what I deem to be examples of ethnic visual culture? 

 

 As outlined in the methodology, the approach taken to the research process in this 

project was one of observation, of looking at and photographing instances of visual 

culture.  ‘Observation’, as a term and practice, has become the root metaphor for much 

social science research, with visuality being instrumental to the methodological 

maneuvers in accessing and understanding social and spatial phenomena (Banks, 2001, 

2007; Mitchell, 2006).  Where applied unreflectively, scholarly observation has been 



 

 

114 

 

typically understood as an objective act whose legacy of presumed distance between 

subject and object has remained unproblematized (Banks, 2007).  The field of geography 

itself has had a long history of observational practice rooted in colonially-minded 

epistemology (Bell & Butin, 1995; Ryan, 1997; Schulten, 2001; Withers, 2001).  

However, with the demise of unquestioned empiricism brought about by the destabilizing 

of grand narratives, the ‘post’ era of geographic thought and research – and whatever 

state we currently find ourselves in – has recognized the interpretation of the visual world 

as an inherently discursive practice, as an exchange, and as such, an event that is 

implicated in processes of cultural and ideological production and reproduction (Breggen 

& Jones, 2001; Ryan, 2005).   

This idea of cultural reproduction makes reference to the generation and 

transformation of meaning in everyday life as it refracts through the spectrum of 

interpretation(s) of those living it, of those individuals, groups and systems enegaged in 

the sociospatial dialectic (Berger, 1984; De Certeau, 1988; Goffman, 1978; Jenks, 1993; 

Soja, 1980).  Relating these concerns to research, culture and its reproduction are 

dynamics that we can gather within the notion of process – indeed, the idea of culture 

emerges from the noun ‘process’, in the sense of growth and cultivation (Jenks, 1993).  

The culture of the visual, and the study thereof, is then bounded in the emergent, 

transformative and creative context of social action; a place of constantly changing 



 

 

115 

 

interaction and definition where meanings and identities are continuously created and 

contested (Jenks, 1993; Mirzoeff, 2009).  In this capacity, the symbolization discussed in 

the research at hand (via aesthetics, iconography etc.) must too be viewed as a social 

process, in so much that symbols constitute a type of regulatory mechanism that controls 

informational flow whose meanings adapt and transform in step with changing cultural 

and social needs (Rowntree & Conkey, 1980; Wagner, 1972).  Given that this project is 

occupied with the analysis of the visual culture of restaurants who present a specific 

cultural identity in promise of a specific consumptive experience, an emphasis on process 

and exchange when considering the ‘findings’ is important. 

With these insights in mind, the act of observation in this project, while necessary to 

the identification and analysis of visual phenomena and information, was and is 

implicated in the production and reproduction of meaning by way of looking at visual 

culture, and in generating visual culture by way of a methodological practice.  The use of 

photography in this process in turn relates to ways of seeing, of positionality, and of gaze, 

as embodied by the lens of the photographic apparatus and that of my own culturally and 

institutionally imbedded eye (Berger, 1984). 

For these reasons, as a research medium in geography, photography provides an 

accessible and perhaps obvious way to explore issues of methodology, epistemology and 

representation. The visuality so integral to geographic theory and practice is expanded by 
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a greater attention to the visual itself as a subject of inquiry, and by a recognition of 

representation as something produced through practice (Driver, 1995, 2003; Sidaway, 

2002). 

Recent research of employing photography in social research has termed it as part of 

a more “sensually complete methodology” (Warren, 2002), a description that I responded 

to in contemplating a way to emphasize my presence in not just the photographs and what 

they present, but in the walking, exploring and looking involved in their production.   

When used a means to processing and knowing place, the photograph is acknowledged as 

a frame of subjective vision (Bendiner-Viani, 2009), and while photographs furnish 

evidence, they may also be appreciated as experience captured (Sontag, 1977).  The 

degree of aggression arguably implicit to photo-taking, in that it appropriates the thing or 

event pictured, is worth considering when avoiding the use of photographs as a means to 

support ones’ own notions.  That said, in photographing the exterior aesthetics of Indian 

restaurants in the neighbourhoods of Plateau – Mont Royal and Parc Extension, my aim 

was to gather visual data in the spirit of noticing and celebrating visual culture in 

Montreal as part of a visual and tactile re-discovery of two neighbourhoods I know and 

spend time in.  Hoping to move beyond voyeurism and documentation, I undertook the 

photographic element of this study with the goal of learning from my implication in the 

process – photographing something means putting oneself into a certain relation to the 
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world that feels like knowledge, true, but I did not wish to conflate that feeling of 

knowledge with one of power. 

 In conducting and presenting research, while we are pressed to assemble a 

convincing narrative, it is always difficult to agree that the story has been fully told, and 

not from the point of view of one limited perspective (Shields, 1991).  The act of 

observing and reading landscapes and their elements brings with it the history and 

intensions of the academic, raising the point that the meanings of what is observed are 

unstable fragments of complex realities; consequently, any presentation is best 

understood as a presentation or representation, a construction that is partial and 

unfinished (Duncan & Ley, 1993).  

These limitations resonate with those of the photograph itself; the partial nature of 

authorship is manifest in the photographic image as document and object. As historical 

geographer Gillian Rose has noted, the production, circulation and consumption of 

photographs produce and reproduce the imagined geographies of the social groups or 

institution for which they were made (2000), in this instance, the traditionally Euro-

Western and male dominated  scholasticism, housed within the institution of the 

University.  Applying both a visual and intellectual skepticism and reflexive awareness in 

light of these embedded ideologies is crucial to retain an earnest and more complete 

scholarship.  Without the ability to see how a usually small, manageable research 
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question both emerges and is framed by a set of theoretical concerns, there is no 

thoughtful progress to be gained from study (Hanson, 1988, p. 5).  Similarly, in studies 

involving taxanomic discourse and an observation of ‘otherness’, as in the authoritative 

identification and analysis of ethnically oriented aesthetic criteria asserted in this thesis, 

such a reflexivity has important value in problematizing the representation process; it 

points to the fact that this process always involves power relations and is mediated 

through historically changing institutions, class structures, historical accounts and 

epistemological assumptions (Cosgrove & Domosh, 1993, p. 53).  While such a 

recognition cannot allow one to totally escape the pitfalls of author-ism and 

ethnocentricism, it does aid in the denaturalizing of the researcher’s own categories, 

necessarily undermining the ground one stands upon as a researcher, and in deepening the 

representational responsibility required of visual research methods (ibid.). 

 

 6.4  Concluding Remarks and Suggestions for Further Research 

By examining the ways in which an ethnicized sense of place and cultural identity 

is communicated via the aesthetics and visual culture of a selection of restaurants listed as 

Indian in Montreal, Quebec, this project hopes to stand as a unique contribution to the 

existing literature concerned with the ways in which ‘ethnic’ cuisine and culture generate 
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multiplicities of place and place experience in the city.  However, there are limits to 

pursuing these phenomena and ideas within the intellectual and temporal parameters of 

the Master’s thesis, and this is reflected in the focus of the project.  Future research could 

consider the visual culture of other types of restaurants in Montreal, accounting for a host 

of ‘ethnic cuisines’ and possibly correlating aesthetics and iconographies, in addition to 

exploring the imaginations and tensions associated with other cultural iconographies.  

This same approach may be applied to restaurants not considered ‘ethnic’ as well, 

analyzing the iconographies and symbologies associated with the aesthetics and visual 

culture of a range of eateries.  There would also appear to be a great many applications 

for place branding research in relation to these topics, looking at the ways in which visual 

culture contributes to conceptions and promotions of place-as-product and in exploring 

the role of visual culture in communicating notions of authenticity and identity within the 

branding concerns of the restaurant industry.  Such research, while beyond the reaches of 

what I consider to be my immediate field (geography) would be of great interest to those 

concerned with the use and study of exterior restaurant aesthetics as a competitive tool in 

creating, drawing, and sustaining consumer bases.  Additionally, the consideration of 

visual culture as it relates to shared and projected associations has much value for 

research that seeks to discover and harness the exchanges of meaning that characterize 

the decisions of individuals seeking ‘authentic’ culinary experiences.  Given the largely 
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external focus on visual culture applied in this thesis, there is also much potential for this 

scale and perspective to be explored in place branding as the moment and surface through 

which to communicate desired associations on behalf of the restaurant to would-be 

consumers. 

To conclude, it is hoped that what this work has been able to provide will be 

received as both an analysis of visual culture as well as a contribution to geographic 

thinking on visual culture and phenomena.  Understanding visual culture to be that which 

constitutes the dialectical exchange of visual knowledges in social, cultural and urban 

contexts, the geographic conception of the socio-spatial dialectic is expanded by the 

inclusion of visual culture as practice and process to yield a sort of ‘socio-visual 

dialectic’, where the increasingly conflated processes of seeing and knowing work to 

produce and reproduce visual cultures and knowledges.  Given the focus on visual 

phenomena within the project along with the use of photography as the means to amass 

and review visual ‘observations’ and phenomena, the research and findings of this project 

were duly engaged with the production and reproduction of such knowledges in their 

analytical and methodological capacities.  As such, this thesis is also an instance of visual 

culture by way of the photographs it produced; as objects, these photographs represent 

not only a kind of furnished evidence for the quantitative portion of the analysis, but are 

also objects representative of the act of looking, a way of seeing, and the value inscribed 
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upon the involved subjects by way of a historically, culturally and institutionally 

contextualized positionality.  

It is my hope, finally, that this project was successful in conveying a celebratory 

appreciation of these visual cultures and diversities while acknowledging the socio-

political contexts that exist and complicate their immediate visuality.  I am grateful for 

having had the opportunity to engage with this diversity at a depth that I previously 

would not have accessed. 
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