Finding Meme-spiration
with Public Domain &
Creative Commons Images
Lesson plan by Maggie Murphy & Jenny Dale, UNC Greensboro
University Libraries. This work is licensed under a Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International
License and makes use of other Creative Commons-licensed
resources, as noted within. Please maintain all attributions.

Whether you are adapting these slides to use for your own class or workshop or
making your own from scratch using this lesson plan outline, please include this
Creative Commons attribution on your title slide.

Most memes
build on other
creators’ work
Screenshot from knowyourmeme.com

Let’s take a look at the Know Your Meme website.
Every illustration, photograph, screenshot, animation,
or other visual work that appears in our favorite
memes was created by someone.
The objective of this slide is to introduce the idea of intellectual property to a
workshop on making memes. Know Your Meme is a database of images and articles
documenting the origin and trajectory of memes and other viral media. Because
memes can be distasteful or offensive, you may want to preview the homepage of
Know Your Meme on the day of your workshop so there are no surprises about what
is shown under “trending.” From the homepage, you should be able to point out a
range of screenshots from films or tv shows, news photographs, remixed webcomics,
and so on.

Memes & ethical image use
●

●

●

Dog meme by Lianna Davis (original
photo)/DigiMedCult (derivative image macro)
licensed under CC BY-SA 4.0 International license

Creators hold copyright to
their own work, with very few
exceptions
Visual media is often shared
online without permission
from, or attribution, of the
original creator
Many people argue that this
is legal because memes fall
under “fair use” protections
and don’t require legally
permission from an image’s
creator

This slide does some heavy lifting to frame a connection between meme-making and
using public domain and CC-licensed media for meme making (and other visual
creation). Each bullet point has at least one embedded link that you could open to
illustrate each point (or leave for students to explore on their own after you share the
slides) and need further elaboration beyond the text on the slide.
Suggested script: “Copyright is a lot more complicated than we often think. One of
the most common misconceptions is that copyright only applies to works that creators
have officially registered with the U.S. copyright office, or that a creator must display a
copyright mark or notice with their work for it to carry copyright protection. However,
most original creative works are automatically copyrighted at the moment they are
fixed in a tangible medium (which basically means they have to be recorded
somewhere physical or digital, not just in someone’s head). Creators have the
exclusive right to determine whether and how their work is used by others, meaning
that legally, you should not be able to repost or reuse someone else’s work without
their permission, even if you cite them. However, we know that images are shared all
the time without permission from or credit to their original creators on social media.
One exception to copyright protections for creators is called fair use, which means
that in limited circumstances, copyrighted works may be used without permission or
compensation. Fair use might be the most complicated aspect of copyright law, and
we aren’t going to be focusing on it today, but it should be noted that arguments have
been made that memes fit into the criteria for fair use.”

Memes & ethical image use
●

●

Just because something is
legal does not mean it is
ethical, though! It’s always a
good practice to seek
permission and attribute
sources. Citing is especially
on social media where citing
someone is as easy as tagging
them!
However, there are images for
which you do not need to
seek permissions! This means
they are great for making
memes.

This photo was taken by the USDA,
which means we don’t need their
permission to use it for a meme,
because works created by the federal
government are in the public domain.

Suggested script: “There haven’t been any notable court cases involving memes
just yet [this is the case as of summer 2021, but you may want to check and rephrase
if this changes!], so the jury is still out on their legal status with regard to copyright
infringement and fair use. However, no one likes having their original content stolen
and repurposed without their permission, even on social media. Some platforms allow
you to easily share other’s work with built-in attribution, such as Twitter’s re-tweet
feature, TikTok’s stitch tool, or Instagram’s share to stories function. In other cases,
it’s a good practice to ask “can I share this and tag you?” before taking a screenshot
and reposting someone else’s work. All of that said, there are millions of digital
images that you can use for meme-making that don’t require anyone’s permission to
use. In some cases, this is because the images don’t belong to any single copyright
owner. In others, the image’s creator has already given others explicit license to use
their work, as long as certain rules are followed.”

What is the “public domain”?
According to the Stanford Copyright and
Fair Use Center:
“The term ‘public domain’ refers to creative
materials that are not protected by
intellectual property laws such as
copyright, trademark, or patent laws. The
public owns these works, not an individual
author or artist. Anyone can use a public
domain work without obtaining permission,
but no one can ever own it.”
“Welcome to the Public Domain” by Stanford Libraries is licensed under a CC BY-NC 3.0
United States License.

Suggested script to introduce this slide: “One of the categories of media that can
be used without a creator’s permission is works in the public domain, like the
photograph of the farmer on the previous slide.”
Suggested script before advancing to the next slide: “Keep in mind that the public
domain is a specific concept within U.S. copyright law and the guidelines for
determining whether an image is in the public domain only applies to works created in
the United States. Other countries and regions may have similar concepts, though,
particularly for works produced in the 19th century or earlier. If you have questions
about the copyright status of a particular image, asking a librarian for help is a great
place to start!”

What is the “public domain”?
There are four common ways that works arrive in
the public domain:
●
●
●
●

the copyright has expired,
the copyright owner failed to follow copyright
renewal rules,
the copyright owner deliberately places it in
the public domain, known as “dedication,” or
copyright law does not protect this type of
work in the ﬁrst place
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“Welcome to the Public Domain” by Stanford Libraries is licensed under a CC BY-NC 3.0
United States License.

Beginning with this slide, each of these four common ways that works arrive in the
public domain is elaborated upon with a text bubble and at least one link. The main
text is the same on each slide, but the text bubbles and/or links change. As with the
previous slides, you may use the linked content to further illustrate the concepts being
discussed, or allow students to explore them in their own time if they review the slides
later.
Suggested script for this slide: “Copyright law has changed several times over the
course of U.S. history, meaning that works created in previous time periods were
covered by previous versions of copyright law. A quick rule of thumb is that all visual
works published in the United States before January 1, 1926 [because new works will
enter the public domain each year on January 1 until 2072 unless Congress
intervenes, this date will need to be updated if you offer this workshop after 2021; in
2022, this date should be changed to January 1, 1927, in 2023, change it to January
1, 1928, and so on] are now in the public domain. Different rules apply to unpublished
works, like someone’s private diary, or undiscovered musical composition, as well as
for works created by American citizens living in other countries.”

What is the “public domain”?
There are four common ways that works arrive in
the public domain:
●
●
●
●

the copyright has expired,
the copyright owner failed to follow copyright
renewal rules
the copyright owner deliberately places it in
the public domain, known as “dedication,” or
copyright law does not protect this type of
work in the ﬁrst place

For example, for
works published in
the U.S. between
1923 and 1964, if
the original
copyright was not
renewed after the
initial 28-year term,
the work falls into
the public domain
(but there’s no
automatic way to
check for this)!

“Welcome to the Public Domain” by Stanford Libraries is licensed under a CC BY-NC 3.0
United States License.

Suggested script: “This is where things get more, you guessed it, complicated!
There are thought to be millions of works created between 1923 and 1964 that are
now in the public domain because their copyright holders failed to renew an initial
28-year copyright. However, there is no easy way to prove that a copyright from this
period was not renewed--which is why you should treat works created between
January 1, 1926 [update to a subsequent year if you offer this workshop after 2021]
and December 31, 1964 as copyrighted until you can definitively determine otherwise.

What is the “public domain”?
There are four common ways that works arrive in
the public domain:
●
●
●
●

the copyright has expired
the copyright owner failed to follow copyright
renewal rules
the copyright owner deliberately places it in
the public domain, known as “dedication,” or
copyright law does not protect this type of
work in the ﬁrst place

One way to do this
is to assign your
work a Creative
Commons Zero
(CC0) license, which
allows the creator to
legally release all
rights to their work
so that it can be
used freely, without
permission or
attribution required

“Welcome to the Public Domain” by Stanford Libraries is licensed under a CC BY-NC 3.0
United States License.

Suggested script: “We will talk more about Creative Commons in a few minutes, but
for now, just know that Creative Commons provides an easy framework for creators to
share terms for how others can use their work. One a creator publishes their work
with a public domain dedication, or CC0 license, they lose all rights to that work, and
others can use it in any manner for any purpose without permission or compensation.
There is no way to revoke a public domain dedication, so creators should only do this
if they are completely okay with that.”

What is the “public domain”?
There are four common ways that works arrive in
the public domain:
●
●
●
●

the copyright has expired
the copyright owner failed to follow copyright
renewal rules
the copyright owner deliberately places it in
the public domain, known as “dedication,” or
copyright law does not protect this type of
work in the ﬁrst place

This i
nclud
es an
work
y
creat
ed by
feder
a
al em
ploye
that p
e in
erson
’s
ofﬁcia
l capa
city.
(An e
xamp
l
e
would
be im
ages
made
NASA
by
.)

“Welcome to the Public Domain” by Stanford Libraries is licensed under a CC BY-NC 3.0
United States License.

Suggested script: “Finally, we have already discussed works of visual media that
copyright does not protect in the first place, like the photograph of the farmer, which is
not protected because it was taken by an employee of the United States Department
of Agriculture. Other works that are not protected by copyright would be those that do
not meet a threshold of originality, like many simple corporate logos consisting of
simple colors and shapes. These logos, however, may be trademarked, which is
completely different process from copyright.”

Suggested script for this and the next slide: “Here are some examples of public
domain images we have gathered from different cultural institutions, such as
museums and archives. We have not included a citation for each image here to
underscore the point that it is not a legal requirement of us to do so, but you will find
some slides with credits for all public domain images in this presentation at the end
because giving credit to others for their original ideas is important to demonstrate we
understand the difference between our work and work by other creators, and that we
respect the contributions of others that we are building upon with our work.”

What is Creative Commons?
According to the Creative Commons website,
Creative Commons licenses provide anyone
“a free, simple, and standardized way to grant
copyright permissions for creative and academic
works; ensure proper attribution; and allow others
to copy, distribute, and make use of those works.”

While all creative works that are eligible for U.S. copyright protection are
copyrighted by default, Creative Commons (CC) licenses allow creators to
proactively allow others to reuse of their work, according to the terms of
the license they choose, while retaining their copyright.
“What We Do” by Creative Commons is licensed under a CC BY 4.0 International License.

Suggested script: “Creative Commons is a useful framework because it cuts out the
step that requires you to ask a creator for permission to use their work. The Creative
Commons license itself is that permission, and it details exactly how the work can be
used, while ensuring the original creator still maintains credit. It should be noted that
the original creator still maintains their copyright when they offer a Creative Commons
license, meaning that they can decide to use their own work however they see fit,
regardless of which license they offer others.”

How Creative Commons works
A creator who wants to apply a CC license to their work has to ﬁrst
decide which license to use. Once a license is chosen, that creator can
publish their work with a CC notice on their own website, or share their
work on a platform with built-in CC attribution features (such as Flickr,
YouTube, Bandcamp, Wikimedia Commons, or the Internet Archive).
Anyone is free to use CC-licensed media as long as they follow all license
conditions. Every CC license (except for CC0) requires a user to attribute
the creator. An ideal attribution requires the title of the work (linked to
the source), the author (linked to their proﬁle), and the license (linked to
the full license terms, called the “deed”).
“Use & Remix” by Creative Commons is licensed under a CC BY 4.0 International License.

Suggested script: “While we are focusing on images in this workshop, there are
many websites that have a built-in option for selecting and sharing work in a range of
different media formats under a Creative Commons license. When using an image
under a Creative Commons license, you are always required to attribute its creator.
While there are a number of different ways the attribution can be formatted, the
standard way is using the title-author-license format. You can see an example of this
at the bottom of this slide, which tells us the info on this slide is remixed from the
Creative Commons website’s “Use & Remix” page.” You may want to click on the
“Use & Remix” link to show how the content about ideal attributions has been
repurposed.

Rabies in the Wellcome Collection is licensed
under a CC BY 4.0 International License

"IMG_3898" by JohnHedtke is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 2.0 License

Suggested script for this and the next slide: “And here are some examples of
Creative Commons-licensed media, from a range of different websites and archives.
Note the attribution information below each image.”

“Mexican curious” by Tomas Castelazo is licensed
under a CC BY-SA 3.0 Unported License

"Illustrations - computer" by Ivalu Risager is licensed under a CC
BY-NC 4.0 License

Comparing public domain & Creative Commons media
Public domain media
●
●

●
●

Anyone can use public domain
media without restriction
The original creator or publisher
does not need to be attributed
(but it’s still a good practice)
It can be used for any purpose,
including for commercial gain
Can be remixed into new
compositions or formats without
permission

Suggested script: “Now we are going to quickly summarize the public domain and
Creative Commons frameworks and what they mean for image use. For public
domain media, remember that the lack of legal requirement to credit the creator of an
image does not mean you shouldn’t cite or attribute it as a source as an ethical
contributor to the information environment! Furthermore, your academic assignments
and professional presentations will almost always require you to formally cite or
caption image sources, whether they are public domain or not. This tells others that
you value building on other’s ideas and that you aren’t trying to claim someone else’s
work as your own, as well as lets them know where they can find the image and
perhaps more information about it.”

Comparing Public Domain & Creative Commons media
Creative Commons-licensed media
●
●
●
●
●

Anyone can use Creative
Commons-licensed media
The most basic license outside of
CC0 requires attribution (BY)
Creators can prohibit commercial
use of their work (NC)
Creators can disallow remix or
derivative works (ND)
Creators can specify others must
share with the same license (SA)

Suggested script: “Remember, each Creative Commons license details exactly what
a user is allowed to do with an image. Here are six of the most common Creative
Commons licenses, each with a different combination of elements.”

Comparing Public Domain & Creative Commons media
Public domain media
●
●

●
●

Anyone can use public domain
media without restriction
The original creator or publisher
does not need to be attributed
(but it’s still a good practice)
It can be used for any purpose,
including for commercial gain
Can be remixed into new
compositions or formats without
permission

Creative Commons-licensed media
●
●
●
●
●

Anyone can use Creative
Commons-licensed media
The most basic license outside of
CC0 requires attribution (BY)
Creators can prohibit commercial
use of their work (NC)
Creators can disallow remix or
derivative works(ND)
Creators can specify others must
share with the same license (SA)

Suggested script: “Finally, let’s do a side-by-side comparison. At the most basic
level, anyone can use either public domain or Creative Commons-licensed images.
While the rules for public domain images are the same for every image in the public
domain, how a Creative Commons-licensed image can be used is specific to the
particular license it is being shared under.”

Discussion
questions!
What are some potential beneﬁts to using public
domain media over CC-licensed media for
meme-making? What are some potential beneﬁts to
using CC-licensed media over public domain media?
These discussion questions are intended to be open-ended, but there are two main
points that could be raised or discussed. For the first question: a major benefit to
using public domain media for meme-making is that there will never be a question as
to the legal permissibility of using/remixing a public domain image, including for
commercial use or sharing without attribution, which is especially important for
memes--which are often shared informally on social media, where attributing the
original creator of a meme’s base image is unconventional, and may be impractical,
given the platform. Creative Commons-licensed images, on the other hand, require a
formal attribution to be in compliance with the license. This can still be achieved with
memes, but may be less practical (or desirable) within those informal web or social
media spaces. For the second question: because Creative Commons is a
contemporary framework, Creative Commons-licensed images tend to include many
more types of media as well as more diverse representations of people and cultures
than public domain media, collections of which often include offensive and harmful
stereotypes and depictions that were acceptable in earlier periods.

Finding public domain & Creative Commons images
●

Creative Commons Search (search.creativecommons.org)
○
○

●

Open* Image Collections (blogs.ntu.edu.sg/openimagecollections)
○
○

●

A search tool that allows you to search by keyword or creator and ﬁlter by
license, image type, ﬁle type, image size, and more
Includes content from a range of institutions and websites, including the
Brooklyn Museum, DeviantArt, Europeana, Flickr, Met Museum of Art, NYPL,
Smithsonian Institute museums, and Wikimedia Commons
A directory of websites with public domain, Creative Commons, and other open
license images
Visit each site to search its collection of images

Google Images (images.google.com)
○

After doing an initial search, you can narrow your results to just CC-licensed
images by going to Tools > Usage Rights > Creative Commons licenses

Remember, it’s always on you to locate and follow license terms!

Suggested script: “So where can you find public domain and Creative
Commons-licensed images for your own use? Here are three different ways to find
images. Each of these sites will also include images that have been determined to be
in an equivalent legal status to the public domain in countries or regions outside of the
U.S. as well.”

Let’s make
some memes!
How creative can you get when you
restrict yourself to using public domain or
Creative Commons-licensed images?

Challenge #1
Using only public domain images, make a new
version of an existing meme format. (You can
search using speciﬁc keywords, or browse until
inspiration strikes!)

Suggested script: “What do we mean by a meme format? Think of a particular image
you have seen used for a meme, where the captions or labels change, and
sometimes the image itself is edited, but the basic format or layout of the image stays
the same. This is also sometimes called a meme template. Meme formats or
templates often have names that are used to refer to the basic format as shorthand,
like ‘Galaxy Brain,’ ‘Woman Yelling at Cat,’ or ‘You Guys Are Getting Paid?’”
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Suggested script: “For example, on the left we have a meme using the ‘Is this a
pigeon’ meme format, and on the right, we have a public domain illustration of
Pinocchio gesturing at two bats that we found in the New York Public Library’s digital
image collection.”

Suggested script: “By adding some labels and a caption to the image, we are able to
clearly invoke ‘Is this a pigeon?’ using a completely different image from the public
domain.”
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Suggested script: “Here, we are doing the same thing with a public domain painting
by Angelica Kauffman and the ‘distracted boyfriend’ meme format.”

Suggested script: “By adding labels to the painting, the result again is a remixed
image that recognizably mimics the ‘Distracted Boyfriend’ meme format.”

Challenge #2
Using only public domain or Creative
Commons-licensed images, create a new
meme format that would be relatable within
your own network of family, friends,
classmates, or coworkers
(Remember that you must properly credit Creative Commons-licensed media
when you use it for any purpose, unless it has been designated CC0.)

Suggested script: “If the first challenge doesn’t interest you, try this out instead! For
this challenge, you can take any public domain or any Creative Commons license
image that allows for remix (so it can’t say No Derivatives or ND), and create an
entirely new meme format that your own network or community might find funny or
insightful, and want to share and remix themselves.”

When you are clearly baby
"lemur" by Mathias Appel is licensed under CC0 1.0

When someone suggests you are not baby
"O-M-G!" by hehaden is licensed under CC BY-NC 2.0

Suggested script: “Here, we have the Creative Commons attribution below each
image in this two-panel meme since it is on a PowerPoint slide with clickable links, but
if we were sharing this on social media, we might put each attribution on the image
itself so it cannot be reshared without it.”

Just two good friends, doing their laundry
together naked. You know, like friends do.

Suggested script: “This is a public domain image, so there is no Creative Commons
attribution here. In a presentation, there are many ways to cite or attribute an outside
source, including as an oral or verbal citation. This terracotta kylix, from circa 470
B.C., is in the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and there is a link to the
source page in the credits at the end of our slides.”

Finding public domain & Creative Commons images
●

Creative Commons Search (search.creativecommons.org)
○
○

●

Open* Image Collections (blogs.ntu.edu.sg/openimagecollections)
○
○

●

A search tool that allows you to search by keyword or creator and ﬁlter by
license, image type, ﬁle type, image size, and more
Includes content from a range of institutions and websites, including the
Brooklyn Museum, DeviantArt, Europeana, Flickr, Met Museum of Art, NYPL,
Smithsonian Institute museums, and Wikimedia Commons
A directory of websites with public domain, Creative Commons, and other open
license images
Visit each site to search its collection of images

Google Images (images.google.com)
○

After doing an initial search, you can narrow your results to just CC-licensed
images by going to Tools > Usage Rights > Creative Commons licenses

Remember, it’s always on you to locate and follow license terms!

Suggested script: “Here again are some suggestions for places to get started
looking for Creative Commons and public domain images from around the world. To
edit an image and add your own text, you can use a simple image editor like MS Paint
or Google Drawings. If you have questions about getting started with either of those
programs, just let us know! You will have [insert amount of time] to look for images
and play around with meme-making. Then, we will come back together as a group
and share what we came up with.”

Share-out time!

Did you make a meme you want to show everyone?
Add it to our Google Drive folder ([add your folder
URL here]) so we can share it on screen!

We recommend having a shared folder in Google Drive, OneDrive, Box, or whatever
workspace productivity suite your institution uses where students can upload images
directly, so that you don’t have to deal with email attachments or USB drives.
However, if this is not feasible in your context, you could ask students to send you
their images whatever way works best locally.

Public domain image credits (in order of appearance)
Meme derived from photo Ohio farmer David Brandt
by U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2014,
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Farmer_meme.jpg
“The Spanish Singer” by Edouard Manet, 1860,
metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436944
“Mr. Captain, Stop the Ship” songbook cover, 1894,
digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/510d47de-068f-a3d
9-e040-e00a18064a99
Joseph Lake baseball card portrait, 1911,
loc.gov/pictures/collection/bbc/item/2007683893/

Remember! While it is not
legally necessary to
attribute public domain
images, it is still an
important ethical practice
(and usually required for
academic assignments!)
to cite other creators and
sources like we are doing
here :)

Morrisons Vegetable Pills advertisement, 19th century,
collections.nlm.nih.gov/catalog/nlm:nlmuid-101393483-img
Gothic style cat by Louis Wain, ca. 1925,
wellcomecollection.org/works/c8m74hy4
“The Love Letter” by Jacob Ochtervelt, early 1670s,
metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/437227
Illustration of Pinocchio and bats by Attilio Mussino, 1925,
digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/6c7af535-1988-175f-e040-e00a18061e16
“Self-portrait of the artist hesitating between the Arts of Music and Painting”
by Angelica Kauffman, 1794, nationaltrustcollections.org.uk/object/960079
Terracotta kylix, ca. 470 B.C., metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/251398

