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THE BIG PICTURE 

by 
Alan Haehnel 

 
Cast: one male or one female 
 

I don’t understand it. I mean, I think I have a fairly normal face. Nothing 
extraordinarily ugly about it. I suppose you could say there is nothing 
extraordinarily beautiful about it, either - depends who you ask, I guess. 
Either way, I think I fall in the average range when it comes to faces, and 
bodies for that matter. Nothing grotesque here, nothing that would make 
people run to the other side of the street when I came strolling down the 
sidewalk, right? I mean, sure, I get a pimple now and then, but it doesn’t turn 
into a volcano at any point. I’m telling you, there is nothing seriously wrong 
with my looks!  

 
So why is it? Can somebody tell me? Why is it that this fairly average 

face and body can become something so hideous, so ridiculous, so 
laughably, completely… out of whack just because a camera is pointed at it? 
I mean, think of the percentages here. I’m not a celebrity, so I don’t have 
people poking cameras at me all the time. No, again, I’m average in that 
category, too. I have someone taking my picture – what - twice a month, 
maybe, if that often?  That’s like, I don’t know, ½ of ½ of one percent of my 
total time in a month. So, the deal is, 99.99% of the time - I know the math is 
probably off… so sue me; you get the point - 99% of the time I am looking 
fairly normal. The camera comes out, somebody counts like they always do - 
1, 2, 3 - or they say something stupid like “Say cheese!” or “Say spaghetti!” 
or something like that.  

 
Why don’t they have you say something really funny if they want you to 

smile, by the way? There is nothing all that funny about cheese or spaghetti. 
I suppose it’s the group thing. If everybody around you is saying cheese or 
spaghetti, there’s something funny about that, that you’re all saying this thing 
out of the blue. But it’s cliché by now, so nobody laughs or even smiles any 
more. Now, if they were to tell you, “Say Saskatchewan,” that would be 
unexpected; that might get a laugh. Anyway, that’s not my point! My point is: 
I am normal! I am normal in looks until the split second before the picture is 
taken! And then… pow! (Freezes, as if HE has become a photograph. His 
face is distorted.) Bam! (Another picture with a different horrible look.) 
Whack! (A third shot.) In that fraction of a second while the finger of the 
photographer is pressing on the button, I go from this… (poses, smiling 
normally) to this! (poses, looking ridiculous)  

 
Now, you think I’m exaggerating. You think this is like when kids bring 

home their school pictures and they don’t want to show them to anybody just 
because that’s how you’re supposed to be with school pictures, right? 
(acting like two young children with school pictures) “Let me see your 
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picture, Sally.” “No, I look bad. Let me see yours.” “No way! I look like a 
freak!” “My hair was sticking up all over the place. Just let me see.” “It can’t 
be as bad as mine. I think the photo guy must have been drunk or 
something.” “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours!” And then they have to 
do the counting thing, you know. “Okay, on three, you show and I’ll show! 
But you can’t laugh! 1… 2… 3!” (pantomimes the showing of the pictures) 
Then, of course, they look at the other person’s picture and they say, “That 
looks good! That’s good!” “No, I look like a geek-a-zoid. But you look great! 
Let me have one.” Then they exchange wallet-sized pictures with writing on 
the back about being best friends forever and don’t you ever change who 
you are and yada, yada, yada.  

 
Then they go home and do the whole thing over again with their 

parents. “No, Momma, they turned out bad! I have to have retakes!” (as 
mom) “Oh, come on, they’re not that bad. Let me see.” (child) “No, they’re 
horrible!” (mom) “Young lady, I paid for those pictures, so I am certainly not 
going to let you keep them from me. Show me.” (whining child) “But, 
Moooom!” (mom) “Now!” Then Mom gets ahold of the pictures and she cries 
and she says, “Oh, Baby, these are wonderful. I’m going to send an 8x10 to 
your Grandmother Riley and the 3x5 to your Uncle Ronald and…” and on 
and on and on trying to decide which relative gets which dimension of 
photograph, as if Grandmother Guggenheimer from East Overshoe is going 
to disown the woman if she sends anything smaller than a four by eight foot 
school portrait of her twelfth grandchild.  

 
You get the picture, pardon the pun. That is the normal happening. You 

may think that my experience is something like what I have just been 
describing. Wrong. When I used to do those school picture exchanges - early 
on, before I had learned the awful truth - I would do the “you show me and I’ll 
show you” arrangement; I would do the counting - 1, 2, 3; I would see the 
other person’s picture; I would look up to say, “That looks just like you. That’s 
good!” and I would find the other kid, who had just looked at my school 
photograph, vomiting into the bushes. Home was worse. First grade, the 
reaction was something like this: “I paid for those pictures, so you are going 
to let me see them… now! (pantomimes getting the picture, looking at it) 
Oh, that is disgusting!” First grade, mind you. I was six years old. Having 
your own mother look at your photo and call it disgusting is generally not 
what child psychologists mean when they refer to a nurturing, caring 
environment. Second grade: “Now, how in heaven’s name did you make 
your face do that?”  

 
Listen, my mother is a wonderful person. She used to bake whoopee 

pies for all the neighborhood children and she didn’t charge them a cent. 
This is not some evil woman I’m talking about here, but even she, who some 
call a saint, looked at my third grade school photograph and said to my 
father: “Herbert, I don’t have the stomach for this. Next year, you’re dealing 
with his school photos.” And next year, he did. I brought him the photo, and 
he kicked the dog. The first and last act of violence in Herbert’s entire life, 
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and it was my photograph that drove him to it. After fifth grade when neither 
of my parents would speak to me for two days after I brought the wretched 
things home, that was it. I was guaranteed sick every photo day through 
middle school and on into high school. I didn’t have a choice in the matter. 
Every September, I would wake up on a certain day and my mother and 
father would both come in my room and announce, somberly, “You’re sick 
today.” Once a year, on photo day, regardless of how I was feeling, I was 
sick. Period. No negotiations. 
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