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Despite the seeming inanity of the 
subject, I felt that I would be derelict 
in my scientific responsibility to the Air 
Force if I did not point out that the whole 
UFO phenomenon might have aspects 
to it worthy of scientific attention.1

 J. Allen Hynek
Advisor to the US Air Force and 

Founder of the Center for UFO Studies
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See ing  i s  be l i ev ing . 
What other piece of American cultural common sense has taken a harder beating 
in the last several generations?

The pages of this book will present you with a parade of visual images—eerie, 
ridiculous, inscrutable, awe inspiring. Their providers may profess ignorance of 
the subjects’ origin and meaning, claiming only the certainty of the experience 
from which they arose. Or they may insist on a fantastic (though not unfamiliar) 
explanation for the images’ subjects, daring you to prove them wrong.

It should be fairly straightforward: Do you trust the evidence of your own vision? 
Or is there more to perception than meets the proverbial eye?

As you take in these images, you may recall that seeing, or hearing, or any mode of 
perception, takes place not in its designated organ but in the brain. There, the neural 
wiring bequeathed to us by millions of years of natural selection predisposes us to 
pick out symmetry, animacy, and intention in the “blooming, buzzing confusion” 
of our sensorium. 

Not only that, perception is an active process of sorting (and ignoring) information, 
one that relies on pathways forged by intensive and lifelong training. We never 
simply see; we always see as. Furthermore, this “as” arrives in our brains largely by 
way of the worldviews and values—the cultures—of the various social groups to 
which we belong, following networks of personal relationships and institutional 
positions in which we find ourselves entangled.

We could easily assert that American society and culture influence, perhaps 
even overdetermine, how we interpret the following images, and leave it at that.
Let us also consider how the same sociocultural influences destabilize our 
interpretation of and confidence in our visual experience.

Foreword

Top to bottom: 1. Melbourne, Australia 1966; 2. Modesto, California 2005; 3. Santa Ana, California 1965; 4. Nashville, Tennessee 1989.
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Top to bottom: 1. Mexico City, Mexico 1997; 2. Maslin Beach, Australia 1993; 3. Tagish Lake, Canada 1970; 4. Tepoztlan, Mexico 1992.
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The scientists to whom we turn for help in understanding our universe provide 
us explanations that, while powerful and consistent, increasingly depart from our 
everyday experience and our cultural common sense. While this gap inspires in 
many of us a fascination for and faith in scientific gadgets, it also fosters no little 
sympathy for competitors—those passing themselves off as scientific, or shouldering 
the mantle of religion, or cross-pollinating scientific and religious symbols.

The political authorities to whom we entrust our national safety and prosperity 
have in several well-publicized cases put up fronts to protect their secret operations, 
not just from hidden enemies but from us. This feeds a suspicion in many of us 
that all the important things take place “backstage,” keeping alive a long-standing 
and very American brand of conspiracism.

The entertainers from whom we seek temporary distraction from our daily labor 
oblige us with hyperreal audiovisual spectacles, no few of them invoking encounters 
with extraterrestrials and government cover-ups. As increasingly hip (even jaded) 
connoisseurs of the mechanics and economics of entertainment, we know that 
the same techniques for producing and propagandizing these media commodities 
work equally effectively in the political realm and have abetted our leaders as surely 
as the military-industrial-scientific complex has.

The market of goods in which we unavoidably dwell now includes an armamentarium 
of high-tech instruments for capturing moving and still images, as well as the 
computing power and software for manipulating those images. If some kid in a 
basement can fabricate special effects to rival those of a sci-fi spectacle, how can we 
believe any image, with even the most impeccable provenance?

As you examine these anomalous images, considering what they could be and what 
that might mean, let your reflection expand to include why you perceive them in 
any particular way and what that says about you. You may find that these are not 
simply photographs; they are also mirrors.



Phoenix, Arizona 2000
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Preface

Top to bottom: 1. Floridad, Uruguay 1977; 2. Hinterschmidruti, Switzerland 1981; 3. Norway 1957; 4. Puebla, Mexico 1991.

Have you ever seen something strange in the night sky? Something you could not 
identify? Many have. Some tell their stories, while others do not. Do you believe 
the extraordinary details of the encounters? If photographs are produced to provide 
evidence for the experience, do you believe the tale more or do you believe it less? 
In other words, do photographs of UFOs reveal the truth or confuse it?

Questions such as these can be difficult to answer. Yet, the process of exploring how 
we come to understand and believe otherworldly ideas and the evidence used to 
support these beliefs is quite revealing. That is, when we look at UFO photographs 
and hear people discuss whether they believe in their truth, we learn about larger 
cultural meanings surrounding ideas of truth, faith and photographic reality. 
What we do not learn is whether the photographs are “real.” Instead, we learn how 
photographs are interpreted and how such interpretations rest with what viewers 
already believe about UFOs. Hence, if you believe in UFOs, the images may be 
real, but if you do not believe in them, then the images are not real.

This book explores UFO photographs as a cultural phenomenon. The goal is not 
to prove UFO reality but rather to show the truths constructed over the years 
that have been applied to interpret UFO imagery. Born from the UFO exhibition 
at the Arizona State University Museum of Anthropology, this book shows over 
100 photographs and a myriad of interpretations proffered over the years to 
explain them. The way in which most UFOs actually exist in the contemporary 
world is noteworthy. It is easy to find and view thousands of UFO images online.     
However, viewing the original negatives or prints is nearly impossible because no 
central repository for such images exists. Over the years, there have been several 
notable collections, but all except one have been lost. The images we see online are 
a digital interpretation of a potentially mysterious world. 
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What does all this stuff about flying 
saucers amount to? What can it 
mean? What is the truth? 2

Sir Winston Churchill

Introduction

Former Prime Minister of Great Britain
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UFO: Unidentified Flying Object. The term was coined by 
Project Sign, the initial US government investigation of the 
phenomena, and was first used publicly in 1949.4  

Ufology: The study of UFOs.5  

Photography: The technology, born in the mid-
nineteenth century, that renders the world on film, paper or 
silicon by capturing light in a chemical or digital process.6 

87% Americans who have heard or read about UFOs.

45% Americans who believe that extraterrestrials have visited 
the earth sometime in the past.

12% Americans who have seen something they thought was 
a UFO.

71% Americans who believe that the US government knows 
more about UFOs than it has revealed.3

Top to bottom: 1. New Delhi, India 1964; 2. Northcliff, South Africa 1963; 3. Cumberland, Rhode Island 1967; 4. Farmington, New Mexico 1950. 

Introduction
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Santa Ana, California 1965
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Utah, Date Unknown
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Introduction

Top to bottom: 1. Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 1978; 2. Viborg, Denmark 1974; 3. Charleston, South Carolina 1980; 4. Barcelona, Spain 1978. 

In 1947, American pilot Kenneth Arnold witnessed a series of nine objects moving 
at great speed near Mount Rainier in Washington state. In a subsequent news 
story, he recounted that their movement was like saucers skipping across water. 
It was at this moment that “flying saucers” were born. While this was not the 
earliest sighting of something unusual in the sky, it was widely reported at a time 
when high technology and Cold War paranoia were in the public consciousness. 
Sightings of UFOs skyrocketed from that point, and a national and international 
craze began—one that would resurface again and again over the next 60 years.

Photography was there every step of the way, recording in rich detail the visual 
evidence of these extraordinary encounters. Since its invention in the mid-
nineteenth century, photography has been used to capture evidence of mysterious 
phenomena. Many early photographers made images that, they claimed, held 
spirits of dead relatives, famous historical figures or other spectral guests.
Despite wide swings in popularity over the past 150 years and charges of fraud and 
chicanery brought against photographers of these kind of images, photographs of 
purported ghosts, bizarre creatures, floating orbs or strange things in the sky have 
been abundant.

Indeed, since the 1940s, all manner of opaque, transparent, glowing, spherical, 
saucerial, tubular, and triangular subjects have been caught on film.7 Some 
researchers suggest that UFO photographs date to as early as 1870. The idea that 
photographs can exist as documentary evidence of the real world made capturing 
UFOs an important part of proving their existence. Yet, photographs are not 
always what they seem. While they do capture the world in their frame, how they 
are interpreted has as much to do with who beholds them as the images themselves.
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Photography was announced to the world in 1839, and for the first time it was possible to record what one 
saw without the aid of drawing. Although the early processes of photography used dangerous chemicals and 
required skill to perform, the invention spread quickly around the globe.8 At about the same time, in 1848, 
the religion of Spiritualism was born. This new faith, based on a long history of Christian theology and occult 
philosophy, suggested that humans persisted after death and could be contacted through psychic mediums or 
through modern technology such as the telegraph and the photograph.9 Soon after, an international craze began 
wherein spirits as well as other sacred entities were purported to have been captured in photographic images. 
One of the earliest and most well-known practitioners of such “spirit photography” was William Mumler. 

Around 1860, Mumler, who was a dentist by training, had spent several months learning the early art of 
photography at a friend’s photography studio. While developing a portrait photograph he had taken, he noticed 
a strange semitransparent figure within the frame. When the person in the portrait claimed to recognize the 
translucent “spirit other” as a deceased relative, spirit photography was born. Mumler soon began advertising his 
services as a photographer who could take images of the dead. Other photographers quickly followed his lead. 
Many critics believed the spirit photographs to be deliberate hoaxes. Several spirit photographers, including 
Mumler, were prosecuted for fraud; some were convicted, but Mumler was acquitted due to lack of evidence.10 

While the initial popular fascination with spirit photography would die down, over the next 150 years there 
would be cycles of interest in various types of paranormal imagery.11 These photographs have captured all 
manner of phenomena, including ghosts, saints, Bigfoot and UFOs.12  Such paranormal imagery can be split 
into two categories based on whether the subject was visible or invisible at the time the photograph was made.             
Spirit photographs, or contemporary “orb” photographs, are prime examples of invisible-subject imagery, since 
the spirit or energy is only visible when the image is developed.13 UFO photographs are the most common type 
of visible-subject imagery. Today, both categories of images remain popular, and it is hard to determine whether 
more invisible spirit-orb photographs are made than visible UFO photographs.14

Paranormal Photography

Facing page: William H. Mumler made photograph - “Mrs. Conant of Banner of Light. Her Brother, Charles H. Crowell.”
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Boston, Massachusetts 1860s
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The formal arrangement of a photograph 
explains nothing. The events portrayed 
are in themselves mysterious or explicable 
according to the spectator’s knowledge of 
them prior to his seeing the photograph.15

John Berger

Photographic Interpretation

Art Theorist
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Puerto Maldonado, Peru 1952
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Photographic Interpretation
Photographs are often used as evidence for the existence of people, places and 
things. It is also commonly believed that photographs can lie. Frequently, such 
deception is attributed to digital or darkroom trickery. Many assume that if such 
trickery is not present then photographs are truth-tellers.16 However, photographs 
can lie or be unclear without intentional deception because cameras can leave out 
important information if it is outside the viewfinder’s frame. Other technical and 
aesthetic factors, such as lenses, filters or focus, can further this lack of clarity 
or deception. Due to these varying possibilities, photographs can only offer an 
ambiguous truth. 

In other words, photographs are raw.17 They are unprocessed or uncooked.            
When we see an image, our mind “cooks it up” so that we can consume or 
understand what we are seeing; understanding relies on our ability to make sense of 
the subject. For example, if we see a picture of a friend’s face, we quickly interpret it.
However, if the image of the same person shows her turning or only a part of 
her face, then we must spend time trying to determine who it is. In this simple 
example, the interpretation of the images is limited and draws on mundane personal 
experience. What happens when we see a picture of a ball of orange light in the sky 
or a silver disk against a mountain? How does our mind interpret something we 
have never experienced?

The interpretation we make of such anomalous subject matter relies on our 
expectations about what these things could be. If we have never seen such things 
before, we may be open to a range of possibilities or may simply ignore them.         
If we believe in UFOs, then we may interpret those anomalous images as evidence 
of the existence of UFOs. If we do not believe in such things, we will interpret 
those images as evidence of unclear examples of familiar objects or phenomena—
for example, airplanes or lightning. In essence, the rawness of photographs allows 
people to reach very different conclusions about the same image.18 And in a circular 
manner, once a conclusion is made, the photograph then exists as evidence for 
whichever belief made the interpretation possible.19  

Top to bottom: 1. Maslin Beach, Australia 1993; 2. Olean, New York 1953; 3. Ocotlan, Mexico 1993; 4. Connecticut 1987.
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Almost everybody has heard of UFOs, but there is disagreement about what they are. Over the 
past 140 years, many photographs of UFOs have been made and a wide range of interpretations 
has been offered to explain them.20 Generally, people’s reactions fall into three camps: believers, 
skeptics and undecideds.21

Believers, Skeptics & Undecideds

Skeptics: assume that there are no 
UFOs, and thus, any photographic evidence 
is erroneous.23 They tend to see such images as:

n  misidentifications of aircraft

n  misidentifications of natural phenomena

n  frauds or hoaxes 

n  camera, film or print problems

Believers: assume that UFOs are real 
and the photographs are evidence.22 They 
typically view these photographs as:

n  extraterrestrial spacecraft

n  secret government technology

n  enemy weapons

n  airships

n  reclusive inventors’ creations

n  angels or demons

n  interdimensional beings

n  time travelers

n  earth spirits or gods

Undecideds: assume that there are 
mysteries in the world. UFOs may or may not 
exist and UFO photographs might provide 
evidence for their existence if they can be 
validated in some way.24 They typically view 
these photographs as:

n  any of the above –  it depends on the case 

n  inexplicable - it is a mystery

Where do you fit?
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Holloman Air Force Base, New Mexico 1957
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Cumberland, Rhode Island 1967
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Ask Yourself:
•   What do I see in the image? Describe the details.

•   Who made the images? Why did they make them? Why did they
     reveal them?

•   Did anyone investigate the story? Who?

•   Why are there so many different types of UFOs?

•   Am I skeptical of UFOs? Why?

•   Do I believe in the possibility of UFOs? What do I believe? Why?

•   If I am skeptical, could a photograph persuade me to believe in
     UFOs? What would a “real” UFO photograph look like?

•   If I believe in UFOs, how do I distinguish the real images from     
     ones that are not?

•   Do we see what we want to see?

What Do You See?

Top to bottom: 1. Montemorelos, Mexico 1994; 2. Federal Heights, Colorado 1992; 3. Japan, 1940s; 4. Tepoztlan, Mexico 1992.
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Some time ago I published a statement 
in which I considered the nature of 
“Flying Saucers.” I came to the same 
conclusion as Edward J. Ruppelt, 
one-time chief of the American Air 
Force’s project for investigating UFO 
reports. The conclusion is: Something 
is seen, but one doesn’t know what.25

Carl G. Jung

A Brief History of UFOs

Psychologist
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Drobach, Norway 1907
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Modern UFO Age: The modern UFO age began on June 24, 1947, when 
pilot Kenneth Arnold was flying near Mount Rainier in Washington and witnessed 
a series of nine objects moving at great speed. He described their movement as 
similar to saucers skipping across water. From this description, the “flying saucer” 
was born. Soon after on July 7, in Phoenix, Arizona, William Rhodes captured 
two images of an unusual object in the sky, which was similar to the description 
provided by Arnold. The next day, the US Air Force (then known as the US Army 
Air Forces) released a story that a crashed saucer had been captured in Roswell, 
New Mexico. This claim was soon retracted, with a new report that the debris 
found was actually from a weather balloon.26 By the end of 1947, the Air Force 
started the first official investigation of UFO phenomena, known as Project Sign. 
However, long before 1947, people had reported seeing strange things in the sky.

Earliest Sightings: Ufologists believe that UFO sightings can be 
traced throughout human history. Indeed, some ufologists suggest that evidence for 
UFOs can be seen in early European art as well as in rock art traditions of peoples 
from around the world.27 Most ufologists would argue that the first solid evidence for 
UFOs comes from the late nineteenth century. In 1896 and 1897, there were a 
rash of sightings of unusual lights and objects in the sky. Throughout California 
and the Great Plains, witnesses reported seeing what they said were airships. 
Later, during the Second World War, pilots claimed to see strange glowing lights 
near their aircraft. American military officials were concerned that these “foo 
fighters,” as these glowing lights came to be known, might be enemy weaponry, but 
they never appeared to pose a threat to the pilots or aircraft. Following the Second 
World War, all over northern Europe, people reported seeing rockets and aircraft 
streaming through the skies. Indeed, on and off from the late nineteenth century 
until 1947, people reported seeing a range of unusual things in the sky. After 1947, 
the frequency of reports increased. 

A Brief History of UFOs

Top to bottom: 1. Phoenix, Arizona 1947; 2. UFO “crash-site” date unknown; 3. “Foo Fighters” over Europe 1940s; 4. Majorca, Spain 1950.
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UFO Flaps
Over the next 25 years, a steady stream of sightings were reported to the US Air 
Force, with several spikes, or “flaps,” in reporting. Four notable flaps happened in 
1952, 1957, 1965–7 and 1973. 

In the summer of 1952, after a Life magazine article on UFOs, the Air Force received 
approximately 1,000 sighting reports, the most famous of which happened in July 
and has been referred to as the “Invasion of Washington.” On the evening of July 
19, this radar-visual encounter had airline pilots and ground observers reporting 
strange nocturnal lights, while radar operators at several locations detected radar 
targets over the US Capitol and the White House. The Air Force sent planes 
to investigate the reported observations, but the planes saw nothing unusual. 
On the evening of July 26, a similar radar-visual event re-occurred. Again, observers 
and radar operators saw multiple UFOs, but Air Force aircraft encountered no  
unusual lights.28  

The 1957 flap began soon after the launch of Sputnik by the Soviet Union.                    
Four sightings in the American Southwest marked its beginning. First, on November 
2, two men in Levelland, Texas, reported seeing a strange blue light streak past them 
as it turned off the car’s engine and radio. Several hours later, in the early morning 
at White Sands, New Mexico, two Air Force military policemen saw a bright egg-
shaped object descend toward the atomic-bomb testing range. It hovered for a few 
minutes, brightened in intensity and then disappeared. The next day, an electronics 
technician from Holloman Air Force Base in New Mexico claimed that he and 
other onlookers saw a UFO make several high-speed passes along the interstate. 
The last major report came off the coast of New Orleans from the Coast Guard 
cutter Sebago. Crewmembers reported strange radar targets moving at great speed. 

Top to bottom: 1. Trenton, Ohio 1971; 2. Lubbock, Texas 1951; 3. Rouen, France 1954; 4. Tulsa, Oklahoma 1965.
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1952, 1957, 1965-7 & 1973

Top to bottom: 1. Unknown, 1950s; 2. Charleston, South Carolina 1978; 3. Zagreb, Yugoslavia 1967; 4. Scherchen Glacier, Italy 1952.

Little could be seen outside in the sky, except for one faint viewing of a nocturnal 
light. Hundreds of additional reports followed.29

The 1965–7 flap followed the well-publicized case of the Socorro Landing.                 
In the early evening of April 24, 1964, police officer Lonnie Zamora was following 
a speeding car when he reported seeing a flash of light and heard an explosion.         
He soon left the pursuit to investigate. In the distance, he saw a shiny object that 
he thought was an overturned car, but as he drove closer, he noticed that instead 
it was an egg-shaped shiny craft with feet extending from its base. Two men in 
white coveralls who seemed to be working on the object were apparently startled 
by Zamora’s approaching vehicle and soon disappeared inside the egg-shaped craft. 
Zamora got out to investigate, and as he walked closer, the craft started making a 
loud noise and radiating strange blue-orange flames from its base. It began to take 
off from the ground and the noise got louder. Zamora was startled and ran back to 
his car. After several seconds, the noise stopped, and the UFO proceeded to leave 
the area at a high rate of speed.30 

The last major flap occurred in the South just after the summer of 1973. One of the 
main events was reported in Pascagoula, Mississippi. Two shipyard workers were 
fishing when they reported hearing a “zipping” sound. They turned around and 
saw a blue-gray light floating over the water. While staring at this floating light, 
they saw a door open and three gray humanoid creatures with claw-shaped hands 
emerge. These creatures floated over to the boat; they touched the men, making 
them unconscious, and took them aboard their craft. After a 40-minute medical 
examination, the men were returned to the pier.31 Such an experience of abduction 
would become a common account of UFO lore, but it was not the first type of 
contact reported.

21



Contact

Top to bottom: 1. Vancouver, Canada 1931; 2. Norway 1967; 3. Sicily, Italy 1954; 4. Amatlan, Mexico 1994.

During the 1950s, several people claimed to have encountered UFO occupants. 
These “contactees” not only reported seeing UFOs but often received rides onboard 
and were given special knowledge to reveal to humankind. The most famous of 
these included the first contactee, George Adamski, and the man who started the 
first national UFO conference, George Van Tassel. Contactee books and lectures 
all stressed that the “space brothers” cared for humans and were worried about the 
dangerous effects of atomic bombs both on Earth as well as on the other planets in 
the solar system, where these extraterrestrials resided.32  

A shift away from uplifting contactee stories began with the abduction of Betty 
and Barney Hill in 1961.33 While the Hills were driving back late in the evening to 
their home in New Hampshire from a vacation in Canada, Betty noticed a bright 
light in the sky. She reported seeing two rows of windows while peering through 
binoculars. She urged Barney to stop the car. While initially hesitant to believe his 
wife, he stopped the car and looked through the binoculars. He claimed to have 
seen several occupants, with one in particular staring directly at him. They soon 
heard a beeping noise after which they continued on their drive home. While they 
were not aware of it initially, they realized that they had taken two extra hours to 
get home. Concerned about this “missing time” and by recurrent nightmares, they 
went to visit a psychiatrist. Through hypnosis, Betty and Barney remembered being 
taken on board the UFO and having medical experiments performed on them.34  
Stories like this would become quite common in ufology beginning in the 1970s 
and 1980s.35  
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Scherchen Glaciar, Italy 1952
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There are unidentified flying objects. 
That is, there are a hard core of cases, perhaps 
20 to 30 percent in different studies,
for which there is no explanation…. 
We can only imagine what purpose 
lies behind the activities of these quiet, 
harmlessly cruising objects that time and 
again approach the earth. The most likely 
explanation, it seems to me, is that they 
are simply watching what we are up to.36

Margaret Mead

Investigations

Anthropologist
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Tepoztlan, Mexico 1985
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Investigations
The US government was quick to begin investigating UFOs, approving the first program at the end of 1947.      
In all, the US Air Force conducted three successive projects: Sign, Grudge and Blue Book. By the end of Blue 
Book in 1969, the Air Force had studied almost 13,000 cases. The Air Force ended its investigations, citing 
that most, if not all, UFO sightings were explainable and did not constitute a threat to national security.37      
However, according to US Air Force reports, 600–700 cases remain unexplained. Other estimates, including 
several sponsored by the government, suggest that 10 to 54 percent of cases remain unexplained. The former 
scientific advisor to Projects Sign, Grudge and Blue Book, Dr. J. Allen Hynek, would continue studying UFOs 
and founded the Center for UFO Studies (CUFOS).38

The US Air Force also sponsored two independent scientific investigations, one in 1952 and one in 1967.        
The Robertson Panel, and later the Condon Report, examined a wide range of cases presented by the Air Force. 
Each investigation reached similar conclusions about the nature of UFOs: that is, UFOs do not pose a threat to 
national security; most sightings can be identified as natural or human-made phenomena; there is little need for 
serious scientific study.39 Critics of these reports lambasted them as attempts to cover up the truth. Interestingly, 
a third investigative review was held in 1997 that was funded by Nelson Rockefeller. This panel of experts came 
to a very different conclusion. In their view, approximately 10 percent of the remaining unidentified cases are so 
unusual as to require additional scientific investigation.40

From the beginning of the modern UFO age, flying saucers were very popular in the United States. “Saucer 
Clubs” were formed by people who had seen or were interested in the phenomena. These clubs would 
give rise to investigative organizations. Two of the earliest and most successful were the Aerial Phenomena 
Research Organization (APRO) and the National Investigations Committee on Aerial Phenomena (NICAP).                       
These organizations were devoted to collecting and analyzing the reports of UFO sightings. Eventually, the 
popularity of these two groups waned and new organizations took their place—namely, the CUFOS, the Mutual 
UFO Network (MUFON) and the National UFO Reporting Center (NUFORC).41
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UFO Classifications

Top to bottom: 1. Long Island, New York 2004; 2. Le Muy, France 1999; 3. Denmark 1974; 4. Petit Rechain, Belgium 1990.

Over the years, UFO sightings and images have been organized in different ways. 
One of the most well-known and oft-utilized classification systems was created by 
Dr. J. Allen Hynek. He presented a classification system that organized sightings 
into two major types: distant and close encounters.42

Distant encounters are of three different classes: Nocturnal Lights, Daylight Discs 
and Radar-Visual. Nocturnal Lights, the most common type of reported sightings, 
are bright lights seen at night. Daylight Discs are the second most common type 
of UFO sightings and are characterized by metallic-looking objects of a variety 
of shapes that exhibit strange or incredible behavior, such as disappearing, flying 
very quickly or emitting no sound. Radar-Visual cases occur in the sky, and a 
corresponding radar signature is detected. These sightings are quite rare.

Close encounters refer to events that occur within 200 yards and are of three types: 
First Kind, Second Kind and Third Kind. Close Encounters of the First Kind refer 
to the sighting of a UFO at a close distance. Close Encounters of the Second 
Kind occur when a UFO interacts with the environment and leaves some type 
of physical trace, such as impressions in the ground, burnt vegetation or elevated 
radiation readings. Close Encounters of the Third Kind are events during which 
someone reports seeing a UFO occupant. Such proximity to UFOs is rarely 
captured in photographs, and even many believers have doubts about most of those         
reported cases.
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US Congressional Briefing Document 1950s
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Washington D.C. 1952
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Conspiracies

Top to bottom: 1. Gulf Breeze, Florida 1980s; 2. Morristown, New Jersey 1947; 3. Gulf Breeze, Florida 1994; 4. Atlanta, Georgia 1973. 

Many ufologists believe that the US government knows a lot more about UFOs 
than it has reported publicly over the past 60 years. Some believe that saucers 
have crashed, including at least one from Roswell, New Mexico, and that the 
government has been reverse engineering extraterrestrial technology at a secret base 
in Nevada, called Area 51. Others believe that the US government has been in 
contact with aliens for years and has been participating in exchanges of personnel 
and information.43

Skeptics and declassified Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and military documents 
suggest that strategies of disinformation were employed, but for Cold War–related 
reasons. First, there was the concern that the hundreds of UFO reports flooding 
the US Air Force would overwhelm its ability to detect real threats, especially 
from the Soviet Union. Second, many in the CIA were worried that UFOs could 
be used by the Soviet Union as a psychological weapon to disrupt American life.                
Due to these concerns, the Air Force tried to minimize UFO reports and explain 
as many as possible.44 

Conspiracy theories have grown in popularity since the 1970s. In their strongest 
form, networks of aliens and humans are believed to be in a struggle for control of 
the planet. The rise of these ideas corresponds with a lack of faith in the government 
that began with the Vietnam War and the Watergate era and has continued for the 
past 35 years. In addition, these ideas have been fueled and supported by a range 
of movies and television programs—one of the most notable being the X-Files.45 

31





I abandoned the extraterrestrial 
hypothesis in 1967 when my own field 
investigations disclosed an astonishing 
overlap between psychic phenomena and 
UFOs.... The objects and apparitions 
do not necessarily originate on another 
planet and may not even exist as 
permanent constructions of matter. 
It is more likely that we see what we 
want to see and interpret such visions 
according to our contemporary beliefs.46  

John Keel

UFO Photograph Interpretations

Paranormal Investigator
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Seklar Durchstolen, Switzerland 1981
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UFO Photograph Interpretations
Misidentifications of Aircraft and Natural Phenomena
A wide variety of human-made air vehicles have been present in the sky over the past century, and the mis-
identification of these machines is one of the most common interpretations of UFOs and one that is favored 
by official Air Force investigations. Such misidentifications can stem from an unfamiliarity with aircraft shapes 
or identifications of such shapes from different angles and from great distances. Additionally, there have been a 
series of classified aircraft projects, many of which have used large balloons. These balloons fly to high altitudes 
and reflect light, giving them a slow-moving and glowing appearance.

Natural phenomena are also commonly misinterpreted because a wide range of phenomena seen in the sky 
can look unusual. Venus has often been confused as a UFO; in fact, former president Jimmy Carter claimed to 
have seen a UFO, but the official explanation of this sighting was the planet Venus. Other natural explanations 
include: ball lightning, meteors, seagulls, stars/planets, the northern lights or static-electricity discharges.
Two of the strangest explanations offered by Project Blue Book included illuminated swamp gas and abnormally       
large fireflies.47 

Frauds or Hoaxes
UFO hoaxes, or fraudulent stories and images about the existence of flying saucers, have a long history.                     
In 1864 a French newspaper ran a story about a fossilized spacecraft with a mummified alien found in America.            
While not widespread in the nineteenth century, other stories can be found including airships roaming the skies 
over America. With the birth of the modern UFO age in 1947, the number of hoaxes perpetrated skyrocketed, 
as interest in UFO phenomena became increasingly popular. 

The question is: Why do people make up stories? There is no easy answer. For many, the chance to make money is 
one motivation. For others, the desire to gain attention, notoriety or fame is a likely motivator. The opportunity 
to be seen as an expert in some field, especially if one’s own social status is not high, may also be a strong appeal. 
In addition, humans may have a natural desire to create stories and have other people hear and believe them.48  
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Top to bottom: 1. A Firefly Trail 2003; 2. Laurens, South Carolina 1971; 3. Bachtelhornli, Switzerland 1976; 4. Fraudulent UFO image by Alan Friswell.

UFO Photograph Interpretations
Extraterrestrial Spacecraft
The extremely popular extraterrestrial hypothesis (ETH) surfaced early in the 
twentieth century. Beginning in 1919, the speculative and satirical writer Charles 
Fort was the first to widely spread the idea that extraterrestrial civilizations have 
been and continue to be in contact with Earth people. He suggested that there are 
many types of aliens and some of them may have been involved in our evolution, 
or were mistaken for gods, and that they maintain contact with secret societies.49  

The ETH was strengthened in 1950 when Donald Keyhoe, a retired Marine Corps 
major, published the book The Flying Saucers are Real. In this work, he reviewed 
several “classic” UFO cases and postulated that the ETH was the only possible 
explanation to fit the evidence. He was also the first to suggest that the Air Force 
knows more than it has publicly revealed.50 

While not known to the public at the time, the Air Force’s first official UFO 
investigation, Project Sign, was coming to similar conclusions. In1948, the project’s 
first report stated that UFOs appear to be real phenomena and are probably 
extraterrestrial in origin. This intelligence report was rejected as lacking evidence 
by then commander of the Air Force Gen. Hoyt S. Vandenberg. One year later, 
Project Sign’s final report would refute its 1948 finding but suggest that UFO 
sightings should continue to be studied.51  

The ETH has continued to grow in popularity and has developed more complicated 
elements through time. Thousands of books and articles have been published over 
the past six decades. New details would emerge of hidden alien bases underwater, 
on the Moon or on Mars or even in secret US military installations. Hundreds of 
people have reported being contacted by aliens and given special knowledge about 
the world. Some authors, like Erich von Daniken, have claimed that extraterrestrials 
were responsible for the creation of humans, the building of ancient wonders such 
as the pyramids, and the mythical community of Atlantis. In accounts such as 
these, the superhuman aliens often sound a lot like gods.52 
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Ocotlan, Jalisco, Mexico 1993
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“Foo Fighters” - China 1942
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Top to bottom: 1. Mt. Washington, New Hampshire 1870; 2. St. Paris, Ohio 1932; 3. Oregon 1927; 4. Germany, 1940s.

UFO Photograph Interpretations
Secret Domestic Technology or Enemy Weaponry
Throughout the history of UFO experiences, people have suggested that the strange 
things observed could actually be explained as the newest human technology, often 
developed for war. The potential of human technology and fear of warfare have 
fueled such explanations from airships to “foo fighters” to “ghost” rockets.

A rash of sightings of unusual lights and objects in the sky occurred in 1896 and 
1897. Beginning in California, around San Francisco, multiple witnesses reported 
seeing what they said were airships. Airship sightings soon spread to Nebraska, 
Texas, Iowa and Kansas. While several photographs were reportedly made, none 
have survived. Stories circulated that these airships had been created by reclusive 
American inventors, and in some cases, the witnesses reported speaking with the 
crafts’ pilots. Other witnesses claimed that these were new weapons for the US 
government and were going to be used to bomb Mexico, in the Spanish-American 
conflict. Later, in the years preceding the First World War in England, reports of 
airships surfaced again. This time, there was the idea that these machines were 
enemy weapons, a serious concern considering German research into dirigibles. 
Interestingly, the earliest reported photograph of a UFO, taken at Mount 
Washington in New Hampshire about 1870, depicts a long cylindrical object.53 

During the Second World War, pilots and other military personnel on both 
sides of the conflict reported seeing strange glowing lights near their aircraft.                        
American military officials were concerned that these strange phenomena, 
nicknamed “foo fighters,” might be enemy weaponry. These foo fighters would 
often follow planes but never appeared to pose a threat to the pilots or aircraft.     
Air crewmen fired on the objects on several occasions, but direct hits were reported 
as having no effect. Several photographs of glowing balls of light exist. Such strange 
occurrences during the war were not limited to lights trailing airplanes.54 
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Top to bottom: 1. Los Angeles, California 1942; 2. Northern Europe 1946; 3. US Air Force SR-71 Aircraft; 4. Waupaca, Wisconsin 2004.

UFO Photograph Interpretations
On February 25, 1942, in Los Angeles, California, air-raid sirens called out as 
searchlights beamed into the sky looking for Japanese aircraft. Anti-aircraft guns 
opened fire on a series of red and silver objects moving rapidly over the city.             
In total 1,430 shells were fired but no airplanes were downed, and the crafts were 
officially declared unidentified. The photograph of the incident reveals searchlights 
and activity, as well as a potentially bright object.55 

Following the Second World War, all over northern Europe, people reported seeing 
“ghost” rockets and aircraft streaming through the skies. These sightings were 
described in ways similar to the rockets and jet aircrafts used by the Germans 
during the war. Investigators never found any wreckage or other evidence of impact 
where observers claimed to have seen the objects. However, a few photographs do 
continue to survive.56

With the initiation of the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet 
Union, military spending and development escalated. A new culture of secrecy was 
steadily evolving in the US military establishment as a way to keep its advances 
from prying Soviet eyes. Aircraft and nuclear testing were often the most secret of 
projects. The public was aware of some of these rapidly made advances, including 
rockets, jets and atomic devices. They were also conscious that the government 
was developing additional secret advanced technology. When unusual things were 
seen in the sky, it was easy to assume that it might be the newest technology of              
the US military. 

After the wave of sightings in 1947, the first US investigations carried out under Air 
Force Projects Sign and Grudge, were concerned that UFOs represented evidence 
of advanced Soviet weapons technology. This initial concern waned as it became 
clear that the behavior of reported UFOs was not hostile and not of Soviet origin.57
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Winona, Missouri 1957
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Tientsien, China 1942
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Top to bottom: 1. Taitung City, Taiwan 1961; 2. Picacho Peak, New Mexico 1967; 3. Pescara, Italy 1961; 4. Grangemouth, Scotland 1991.

UFO Photograph Interpretations
Additional Interpretations

Camera, Film or Print Problems 
Many people who take UFO images are not trained photographers, and there is a 
range of different mechanical, chemical or optical issues that can produce unusual 
effects in an image.58

Angels or Demons 
Some fundamentalist Christians, including Billy Graham, have interpreted UFOs 
as angels or demons.59

Interdimensional Beings  
Certain writers, including John Keel, have suggested that UFOs are evidence of 
intelligent beings living in alternate dimensions, who visit this dimension from 
time to time.60  

Time Travelers 
Some ufologists believe that humans transported back from the future are the best 
explanation for UFOs.61

Earth Spirits or Gods 
Indigenous peoples of the world often explain UFOs in term of mythological 
figures in their religious systems.62

Unresolved Mysteries 
Sometimes observers think that not knowing what is in an image, and accepting 
its mystery, is best.
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I took a mental note of every nuance: 
size, shape, color, distance…. I knew no 
one else would believe this unless we had 
photographic proof, so I turned to grab our 
35mm camera from the bedroom closet…. 
I wanted to get a shot of this impressive
phenomenon, whatever it was.63

Lynne D. Kitei, MD

Selected Cases

Author, The Phoenix Lights
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McMinnville, Oregon 1952
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McMinnville

We’d been out in the back yard. Both of us saw the object 
at the same time. The camera! Paul thought it was in the 
car but I was sure it was in the house. I was right and the 
Kodak was loaded with film. Paul took the first picture 
[facing page]. The object was coming in toward us and 
seemed to be tipped up a little bit. It was very bright, 
almost silvery, and there was no noise or smoke.64

Left to right: 1-2. first image with enlarged detail showing superstructure; 3-4. second image with detail showing UFO’s underside.

May 11, 1950: Around 7:30 p.m., Evelyn Trent was walking into her house from her farm when she noticed 
a slow-moving, metallic disc-shaped object heading in her direction from the northeast. She called for her 
husband, Paul, who was inside the house. He came out, saw the UFO and ran back inside to get his camera.     
He took two photographs as the object turned west and accelerated off into the distance. The couple did not 
develop their film for several weeks after their encounter until friends were curious to see the images.

Many people believe that these images, taken by this rural farming couple who received no financial benefit 
and only minimal fame, are among the best examples of UFO photographic evidence showing metallic craft. 
Skeptics suggest that this may be a hoax, but find little to support their claim beyond the unusual nature                           
of the imagery.65  

Evelyn Trent
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Trindade Island

It glittered at certain moments, perhaps reflecting the 
sunlight, perhaps changing its own light, I don’t know.   
It was coming over the sea, moving toward the point called 
the Galo Crest. I had lost 30 seconds looking for the 
object, but the camera was already in my hands, ready, when 
I sighted it clearly silhouetted against the clouds, I shot 
two photos before it disappeared behind Desejado Peak.66 

Left to right: 1-2. “Saturn” UFO with enlarged detail; 3-4. another UFO type with enlarged detail.

Many believe that this case provides strong photographic evidence for the existence of UFOs. Photographic 
analyses by the Brazilian government and civilian organizations demonstrated no obvious manipulation of the 
images, and the supporting eyewitness testimony of many passengers and crew on the ship back up the pictures. 
Skeptics suggest that the UFO is either a plane enveloped in fog, which obscures its features, or a hoax perpetrated 
by an experienced photographer known for making “trick” images in the past.67 

January 16, 1958: Shortly after noon, aboard the Brazilian navy vessel Almirante Saldanha, 48 crew members 
and passengers observed an object moving toward the island. Among the witnesses was Almiro Barauna,                         
a professional photographer hired by the navy to photograph during the voyage. Summoned to the deck, he 
used his camera to make a series of four images, which were developed on the ship. This was not the first sighting, 
nor was it the last, at this particular location. From October of 1957 to October of 1958, there were no less than 
13 reported observations of UFOs. One additional photograph surfaced as well, but it is unclear who made it. 

Almiro Barauna 
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Trindade Island, Brazil 1958
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Peralta, New Mexico 1963
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Peralta

He [the UFO occupant] knew everything I had in my mind 
and told me to look out beyond the reef. I saw a metallic 
looking disc-shaped object that seemed to be floating…
Then the spaceman asked me if I would like to go aboard 
the craft and look around, and I went with him.68 

Left to right: 1-3. photographs in order of the UFO approaching; 4. UFO turning on its side as it departed.

June 16, 1963: Early in the afternoon, Paul Villa, following telepathic instructions, drove to Peralta from 
Albuquerque. He parked his truck where indicated and waited. Around 2 p.m., a large disc-shaped craft 
appeared in the sky and began heading towards him. It went through a series of maneuvers while he took seven 
photographs. The ship later landed and nine crewmembers emerged. They were between seven and nine feet tall, 
wearing tight, one-piece uniforms. They spoke with Villa for 90 minutes, explained that they came from the 
constellation Coma Berenices and offered suggestions for addressing many of Earth’s social and environmental 
problems. Soon after, they boarded their craft and left.

Some believe that these images and this encounter provide evidence of the existence of extraterrestrial visitations 
to Earth. Moreover, some believe that extraterrestrials communicate with humans and care about our well-being 
and the future of our planet. Skeptics contend that this is an elaborate hoax, with models used to create the 
images and a vivid description of an event told by someone with an active imagination.69 

Paul Villa 

51



Eduard “Billy” Meier

Two or three minutes passed, and then I began to hear 
the humming sound again. Suddenly the strange craft shot 
in from the east and circled over the woods as it slowed 
down. As the humming diminished this time I understood 
the strange behavior of the animals… I hurriedly snapped 
another picture as it was coming down… It was no illusion…
Then from behind the UFO came a figure.70 

Left to right: 1. Hinterschmidruti, Switzerland 1981; 2. Fuchsbuel, Switzerland 1975; 3. See #1; 4. Bachtelhornli, Switzerland 1976.

Billy Meier is a Swiss farmer who claims to have been in contact, intermittently, with extraterrestrials from 
the planet Erra in the Plejaran system for the past 65 years. During this time, a succession of Plejarans have 
communicated with him and have allowed him to photograph and film their spacecraft, or “beamships.” He also 
has taken photographs of the aliens, borrowed a laser pistol, been given metal samples and flown onboard their 
beamships. The Plejarans have given him a large body of information about the universe, human history and 
future events. In addition, these extraterrestrials live in a different dimension that is a tiny bit ahead of us in time.

Some believe that Billy Meier is an authentic “contactee” who has been selected to receive important information 
for all of humanity. His photographs are seen as proof of the reality of his messages. Several photoanalysts 
support the authenticity of his photographs, claiming that they could find no evidence of a hoax. Skeptics argue 
that the whole story is a hoax. His ex-wife claims that she saw the models he used, and some experts point out 
certain technical issues with the images that make them suspicious.71 

Billy Meier 
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Ober-Sadelegg, Switzerland 1975
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Phoenix, Arizona 1997
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I’ll never be the same. Before this, if anybody had told 
me they saw a UFO, I would’ve said, “Yeah, and I believe 
in the tooth fairy.” Now I’ve got a whole new view. I may 
be just a dumb truck driver, but I’ve seen something that 
don’t belong here.72          Bill Greiner

March 13, 1997: Between 7:30 and 10:30 p.m., thousands of people from Nevada and Arizona, over a span of 
300 miles, reported seeing a series of five illuminated spheres arranged in a V pattern that slowly moved south. 
This is one of the largest mass sightings ever recorded, with a range of people capturing photographs and video 
of the event. The orange, amber or reddish lights appeared initially over Henderson, Nevada, moving to Prescott, 
Arizona, descending to Phoenix over Sky Harbor Airport and then traveling south to Tucson. Many people 
reported that the object appeared to be very large, with each of the five lights the size of a 747 airliner and a solid 
body uniting the lights that blocked out the stars as it passed overhead. This was not the first nor was it the last 
sighting of amber lights over Phoenix. Lynne D. Kitei, M.D., has seen and photographed these unusual lights 
since 1995. Over the past 16 years, the Phoenix Lights have returned on numerous occasions, with the most 
recent sighting occurring in June 2010.

Many believe that these lights are evidence of the existence of some other intelligence, either from another planet 
or dimension. According to believers, the lights are likely an attempt at communication, possibly about the 
nature of the diverse universe. Skeptics and military officials believe that these observations were actually flares 
dropped from a US Air Force aircraft during a training mission south of Phoenix.73  

Left to right: 1. Sept. 12, 2002; 2-4. three images from January 23, 1997.

The Phoenix Lights
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Chicago O’Hare Airport

I tend to be scientific by nature, and I don’t understand 
why aliens would hover over a busy airport… but I know 
that what I saw and what a lot of other people saw stood 
out very clearly and it definitely was not an aircraft.74   

Left to right: enlarged detail images of the UFO cellphone photograph from the facing page.

November 7, 2006: A dozen or more United Airlines pilots and employees reported seeing a disc-shaped aerial 
object hovering over the airport’s C-17 concourse for several minutes. It then suddenly rose vertically at high 
speed and punched a hole in the thick cloud cover; the hole reportedly lasted for several minutes. Several cell 
phone images were taken, though it is unclear who took them.

The photographs and sighting reports are believed by many to be evidence of the reality of UFOs from another 
planet and their powerful abilities, that is, punching a hole in the clouds. Skeptics note that the object did not 
show up on radar and suggest that the sighting was the result of a weather phenomenon due to the heavy cloud 
cover. The Federal Aviation Administration is not investigating the matter.75

Anonymous United Airlines Mechanic 
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Chicago, Illinois 2006
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We all know that UFOs are real. 
All we need to ask is: Where do they 
come from, and what do they want? 76   

Capt. Edgar Mitchell

EpilogueEpilogue

Apollo 14 Astronaut
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Italy 1960
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Epilogue

Top to bottom: 1. Scottsdale, Arizona 1995; 2. Salem, Massachusetts 1952; 3. Beijing, China 1996; 4. Kyushu, Japan 1961.

UFOs are real. We talk about them all the time. They exist in our minds and 
conversations. Many people, including many ufologists, try to document their 
existence in the world. This book is the result of those investigations; yet, it does not 
provide clear evidence for anything except the existence of unusual photographs and 
our ability to interpret them. While there are many possible interpretations, which 
explanation is best? If you are a skeptic, you are prone to one set of explanations; 
a believer, another set. If you are undecided, then the possibilities are even more 
numerous. Thus, the question of what is seen rests within the beliefs of the viewer. 
Again, the questions must be asked:

•   If you are skeptical, could a photograph persuade you to believe in UFOs?                                  
What would a “real” UFO photograph look like?

•     If you believe in UFOs, how do you tell the real images from ones that are not?

Herein is the real conclusion of this book: all photographs are open to interpretation. 
UFO photographs make this assertion clear because they so strongly need us to 
come to a decision about their truth. In other words, by revealing this fact about 
UFO photographs, we raise questions about the truth of the myriad of other non-
UFO images we see in our daily lives. How do our beliefs affect images of family 
members, criminals or war? What makes us believe what we see? What makes a 
photograph true? When we look at a UFO image, we are forced to acknowledge 
that either we believe it or we do not. Do we do that with other images, or do we 
merely assume truth? In the end, do we always see what we want to see?
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Notes
Foreword
1  Hynek (1966:329).

Introduction
2  From a memo to the Britsh Secretary of State for Air, Lord Cherwell, July 28, 1952, as cited in Berliner (1995).
3  Gallup Polls from 1996 and 2001, as cited in Gallup (1997) and Schuessler (2000).
4  Peebles (1995:40). Interestingly, while this was the first use of the term UFO in public, today many people who study UFOs prefer 
the term UAP (Unidentified Aerial Phenomenon). 
5  Ufology officially began in 1947 with investigations by the US government. Earlier research of unidentified aerial phenomena was 
conducted by private parties as well. A history of this early research is embodied in The UFO Encyclopedia, edited by Clark (1998). For 
a study of ufology as a marginal science, see Blake’s (1979) analysis.
6  A myriad of definitions exist for this technology, but the one used here is similar to one suggested by Apraxine and Schmit: 
“Photography is here defined as a recording on a sensitive surface, either with or without the use of a camera, of a phenomenon visible 
or invisible to the human eye” (2005:14).
7  See Stacy and Huyghe’s Field Guide to UFOs (2000) for a brief history of the wide range of shapes experienced by people.
8  The beginning date for the invention of photography cannot be easily pinpointed. Many people were working on the problem 
of fixing light in chemistry for years in several countries. The best beginning date to assign is 1839, when the Daguerreotype and 
Calotype processes were announced to the world, but for more information about photography’s convoluted beginnings, see the works 
of Batchen (1997) and Schaaf (1992).
9  Braude (2001) provides a good overview of Spiritualism, especially its political, social and gendered dimensions. The bond between 
technology and religion in Spiritualism, and other faith traditions, is elucidated by Sconce (2000). 
10  The Mumler case is an intriguing example of ambiguity between faith and fraud. See Cloutier’s (1998, 2005) analyses for a 
thorough discussion. Also noteworthy is the prosecution of the French photographer Eduoard Buguet. Unlike Mumler, Buguet was 
convicted of fraud. Afterward, he began to make anti-spirit photographs: images identical to “real” spirit photographs except that they 
are acknowledged to be frauds (see Chéroux 2005a).
11  For clarity with earlier literature, the term paranormal photography is used to describe a broad class of anomalous imagery. 
However, this category should probably be reglossed as sacred photography. If we think of this genre as one that relates to beliefs about 
other worlds, then we are essentially dealing with a sacred/profane distinction made first by Durkheim (1912) and then built on by 
others, such as Berger (1967). Sacred beliefs are central to a discourse community—that is, a religion—and though UFO believers (or 
believers in other ideas, such as auras or Bigfoot) may not constitute a religion proper, they do seem to share many of the traits of a 
quasi religion or a religious discourse community (see Jindra 1994).
12  For dedicated books about spirit and ghost photography, the best resources are as follows: Krauss (1995), Cheroux et al. (2005), 
Gettings (1978), Willin (2007), Harvey (2007) and Jolly (2006). Few books focus entirely on other types of paranormal or sacred 
photography, and none approach these areas from an academic perspective. The main UFO photograph resources are as follows: 
Stevens and Roberts (1986a, 1986b), Brunswick (1999), Hurley (2003) and Randle and Estes (2000). 
13  Two other common examples are thoughtographs and aura photographs. Thoughtographs, the most well-known practitioner of 
which was Ted Serios, are made by mentally projecting images onto film. Aura photographs are claimed to capture energy coming from 
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the body. For a general review of thoughtography and other energy photography, see the works of Chéroux (2005b), Fischer (2005a) 
and Krauss (1995). For detailed information on the Serios example, see the analyses of Eisenbud (1967) and Braude (2005).
14  While there is little academic coverage of the phenomena, orbs have become a strong fascination for contemporary paranormal 
photographers, with several books discussing how to photograph them and what they mean, including those by Burson (2006), 
Kaczmarek (2002), Ledwith and Heinemann (2007), and Sweet (2005).

Photographic Interpretation
15  Berger (2001:215).
16  Nickell (2005) explores the many frauds and hoaxes perpetrated and the ways in which these can be investigated. 
17  Edwards’s (2001) Raw Histories makes a cogent argument for the openness of photographs. She provides a strong overview of a 
range of photographic theorists and pulls them together in a useful manner. 
18  Edwards also argues that photographs are raw like wounds in their ability to cause strong emotions within us (2001:6). For 
example, images of our deceased parents stir up strong feelings, as do photographs of war and suffering. Photographs of spirits and 
UFOs can equally pull on deep-seated feelings rooted in our beliefs about the nature of the world and of the afterlife. Believers in spirits 
and UFOs feel passion for the evidence, happiness in the support of their beliefs and anger at those who would discredit the images. 
This is photography’s power, to draw on our fundamental beliefs about the world.
19  Edwards is not the only one to discuss such ideas. The cultural relevance and personal intrigue tied to photographic interpretation 
lies at the center of Barthes’s Camera Lucida (1981). Tagg (1982) also discusses this interpretive fluidity, as well as the dual nature of 
the interpretation of images reinforcing those very beliefs that produced the interpretation. 
20  The approach being advocated here is a cultural analysis of UFO beliefs and their application to the interpretation of UFO 
photographs. Sporadically over the years, other social scientists have approached UFO beliefs in a similar manner, but none have looked 
specifically at photographs. Most of these studies have advocated a look at the narrative from and structure of UFO stories from a 
folkloric/mythic perspective or have examined the psycho-social dimensions of those who report such experiences. Notable studies are 
as follows: Blake (1979), Bullard (1982), Curran (1985), Festinger et al. (1956), Fox (1979), Menzel (1972), Milligan (1988), Peckham 
(1950), Rojcewicz (1984), Saliba (1995), and Zimmer (1985).
21  This tripartite distinction is based on Hess’s (1993) analysis of interpretations of parapsychology. Goode (2000) proposes a slight 
departure with more variations—with skeptic standing for “undecided” and disbeliever standing in for the current usage of “skeptic.” 
22  Over the past 60 years, hundreds of books have been published by those who believe in the reality of UFOs. The first was by Keyhoe 
(1950). Berliner’s (1995) work provides a fairly recent overview of contemporary attitudes about UFOs.
23  Many books have been written about UFOs from a skeptical perspective; for example, works published by the Prometheus Press all 
share a similar disbelief in the reality of UFOs. Peebles (1995) provides a good starting point for readers to observe this interpretation 
in action. Robert Sheaffer’s (2008) web site is an intriguing resource to see how fraudulent UFO images can be made and for links to 
other skeptical sites.
24  Books are rarely published that take a true undecided tone. Some works claim to have this undecided view, but then take a 
traditional skeptical or believer’s perspective. However, Hynek (1998) and Sturrock (1999) provide real attempts to decipher the facts.

A Brief History of UFOs
25  The noted psychologist Jung made many comments on UFO beliefs. They are compiled in the work Flying Saucers (1978:6).
26  Many people believe that the weather balloon story was a cover for a UFO crash and military recovery of the debris and alien bodies. 
Other people, including skeptics and the military, agree that it was a cover story for a classified military project named Project Mogul, 
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which used advanced balloon technology to detect Soviet atomic testing during the Cold War (see Peebles 1995; Saler, et al. 1997).
27  This has been popular for much of the modern UFO age. Jung (1978) noted such beliefs in the 1960s. More recently, Hurley 
(2003) has produced a standard reference for these beliefs. 
28  Berliner (1995:60–63); Peebles (1995:73–80); Ruppelt (1956:207–227).
29  Berliner (1995:67–70); Peebles (1995:143–152). 
30  Berliner (1995:78–80); Brookesmith (1982:10–11); Peebles (1995:177–202); Stacy and Huyghe (2000: 72–3).
31  It has been noted that nearby witnesses saw nothing and that no additional evidence was reported (Brookesmith 1982:56–59; 
Peebles 1995:241–245).
32  Contactees were very popular in the 1950s. The first contactee book was by Leslie and Adamski in 1953 and included UFO 
photographs. Interest in contactees died down during the 1960s, but isolated interest and occasional moments of popularity for certain 
contactees surfaced during the following decades. One notable example is Billy Meier (see Moosbrugger 2004). Later contactees would 
be seen as prophets for new religions, several of which are featured in works by Lewis (1995) and Partridge (2003). 
33  Fuller’s (1966) book was a best-selling account of the incident; it included an introduction by the Hills’ psychiatrist, who believed 
that the incident was derived from dreams.
34  This framework would become common for the narratives that developed in the next decades. Streiber (1987) would help to 
popularize abduction accounts with his autobiographical Communion. See the works of Mack (1994) and Pritchard et al. (1994) for a 
thorough handling of abduction reports. 
35  Interestingly, abduction narratives only overtook positive contactee stories starting in the 1970s, as optimism in society as a whole 
began to diminish due to political assassinations, the Vietnam War and the Watergate hearings. 

Investigations
36  Mead (1974).
37  After dismissing national security concerns, the Air Force did try on several occasions to shift the study of UFOs to another 
department of government, most notably NASA. However, no branch of the federal government wanted the public relations issues 
associated with UFO studies (see Peebles 1995). 
38  Hynek was initially a skeptic who, after decades of study, accepted the reality of UFOs but would not posit an explanation beyond 
their unexplained nature (see Hynek 1998).
39  Condon (1969); Peebles (1995:87–112, 203–236); Berliner (1995:211–218).
40  Sturrock (1999).
41  See Clark’s (1997) discussion for an overview of the main organizations and the political schisms that helped to create the 
development of the many current groups. In addition, an internet search will produce a long list of current active organizations. 
42  See Hynek’s (1998) description or Stacy and Huyghe’s (2000) critique of this classification system.
43  Berliner (1995:13–32); Saler et al. (1997).
44  Peebles (1995:97–106).
45  Moffitt (2003:311–348); Peebles (1995:307–348).

UFO Photograph Interpretations
46  John Keel entry in the online encyclopedia NationMaster (2008).
47  Stacy and Huyghe (2000) explore the ease with which misidentifications of common phenomena can occur. Randle and Estes 
(2000) follow a similar line of argument, as does Hynek (1998).
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48  Saler et al. (1997) is an excellent introduction to how stories and myths are created and evolve through time. Overall (1990) 
provides an investigation revealing fraud in the popular Gulf Breeze, Florida case.
49  Charles Fort (1919).
50  Keyhoe (1950).
51  Peebles (1995:27–28, 31) reveals more information about the first intelligence report “Estimate of the Situation” supporting UFOs 
as extraterrestrial as well as its rejection by Air Force chief of staff Gen. Hoyt Vandenberg.
52  Von Daniken’s (1970) Chariots of the Gods was the first of many books by the author as well as others dealing with the “ancient 
astronaut” hypothesis. See the works of Lewis (1995) and Huyghe (1996) for more information about extraterrestrials and their 
encounters with humans. 
53  Sanarov (1981:163–164) gives a nice overview of the airship sightings, as well as explores the range of sightings reported over the 
years. Randle and Estes (2000:17–41) also provide an in-depth overview of the reported sightings. 
54  Randle and Estes (2000:44–46).
55  Hurley (2003:153) summarizes the event and includes a transcript of a memorandum from Gen. George C. Marshall to President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt. 
56  Hurley (2003:156); Peebles (1995:3–4); Randle and Estes (2000:46–54).
57  See Peebles (1995) for an overview of the US Air Force’s and CIA’s shifting opinions about the national security threat of UFOs.
58  Nickell (2005) gives a nice overview of camera-related issues surrounding paranormal photography.
59  See Hall (1988:139–140) or Clark’s (1997) entry on angels.
60  See Hall (1988:125–141). 
61  See Hall (1988:129–133) or Clark’s (1997) entry on time travelers.
62  Hurley (2003:41–84). 

Selected Cases
63  Kitei (2004:3–4).
64  Staff writer, Oregon Telephone Register, June 8, 1950.
65  Brookesmith (1982:42); Randle and Estes (2000:112–121); Stacy and Huyghe (2000:54–55).
66  Clark (1998:565).
67  Brookesmith (1982:29); Randle and Estes (2000:202–211). 
68  Good (n.d.).
69  Brookesmith (1982:12); Randle and Estes (2000:300–304). 
70  Stevens (1977:36–7).
71  Korff (1995); Moosbrugger (2004); Stevens (1978).
72  A truck driver’s reflection on his Phoenix Lights experience in 1997 (Altered Dimensions 1998).
73  Kitei (2004).
74  Hilkevitch (2007).
75  Hilkevitch (2007). Note the low-quality image, reportedly taken on a cell phone and available only on the internet. 

Epilogue
76  Mitchell (1991).
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Contributors

Facing page: Front gallery showing large pigment-printed photographs and table with a selection of books about UFOs.
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For more info: www.scottkmurphy.com.
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number of universities in the Upper Midwest. 
For more info: www.anthroufo.info.

Lynne D. Kitei, MD is an internationally acclaimed physician and health educator who is also a key 
witness in the mass UFO sighting throughout Arizona on March 13, 1997. After many years of investigative 
work and continued sightings, she has become a best-selling author and the executive producer, writer and 
director of the award-winning documentary, The Phoenix Lights. 
For more info: www.thephoenixlights.net.

Lt. Col. Wendelle C. Stevens is a retired US Air Force pilot and UFO investigator whose research 
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