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Waltzing i n  Now-time is a n  i n t e r r o g a t i o n  o f  m y  m o t i v e s  

a s  d i g i t a l  a r t i s t  and  as collecter o f  old p h o t o g r a p h s .  

Wi th in  t h i s  1 s i t u a t e  my a r t  p r a c t i c e  as c o r r e s p o n d i n g  t o  

c e r t a i n  w r i t i n g s  on  t e c h n o l o g y  by Roland B a r t h e s ,  Walter 

Benjamin a n d  Marcel P r o u s t .  1 b e g i n  by l o o k i n g  a t  B a r t h e s ' s  

n o t i o n  o f  t h e  necessarily r e a l  a s p e c t  o f  p h o t o g r a p h y ,  which 

emphas izes  t h a t  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h i c  s u b j e c t  rnust have  existed 

a t  t h e  moment o f  e x p o s u r e .  I t  is t h i s  e x i s t e n c e  t h a t  allows 

t h e  v i e w e r  t o  make a c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  c e r t a i n  p h o t o g r a p h s .  

T h i n k i n g  a b o u t  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h  as a trace o f  t h e  o r i g i n a l  

s u b j e c t  a n d  n o t  just a t e c h n o l o g i c a l  r e p r o d u c t i o n ,  1 draw a 

c o n n e c t i o n  t o  B e n j a m i n ' s  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  a u r a ,  l o o k i n g  p a s t  

t h e  s t a n d a r d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  t h i s  phenomenon. L i n k i n g  

Ben jamin ' s  a u r a  t o  his c o n c e p t  o f  now-t ime,  1 p r o p o s e  a 

v a l u a b l e  coming t o g e t h e r  of a p a s t  w i t h  a p r e s e n t ,  b a s e d  on  

the a u r a t i c  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  time t h r o u g h  p h o t o g r a p h y .  

C o n c e n t r a t i n g  on  t h e  intersubjective e x p e r i e n c e  o f  t h e  

a u r a  i n  p h o t o g r a p h y ,  1 l o o k  a t  t w o  p a s s a g e s  from P r o u s t ' s  

Remembrance of Things P a s t  i n  o r d e r  t o  e x p l o r e  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  

p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  t e c h n o l o g i c a l l y  mediated p e r c e p t i o n .  The 

intersubjective r e l a t i o n s h i p  1 s p e a k  o f  is n o t  d e p e n d e n t  on  

t h e  viewer h a v i n g  a p e r s o n a 1  h i s t o r y  w i t h  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h i c  

s u b j e c t ,  b u t  a p e r s o n a 1  i n v e s t m e n t  i n  it a t  t h e  t i m e  o f  

v i e w i n g .  Given  t h i s ,  1 a l s o  e x p l o r e  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  

remembering t h a t  r e s u l t  f rom i n t e r a c t i o n  w i t h  anonymous o l d  

p h o t o g r a p h s  . 

keywords: B a r t h e s ,  Benjamin ,  d i g i t a l  m e d i a ,  p h o t o g r a p h y ,  

P r o u s t ,  memory, t e c h n o l o g y .  



In the f i e l d s  w i t h  which we are concerned, k n o w l e d g e  exists 
o n l y  i n  l i g h t n i n g  f l a s h e s .  T h e  text is the thunder rolling 
long afterward. 

Walter Benjamin, N [ R e  the Theory o f  Knowledge, theory of 
Progress ] 



To my mother, in memor ium.  
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f i g .  1 



Introduct ion:  presenting presence. 

1 col lec t  o l d  p h o t o g r a p h s .  F o r  t h e  p a s t  six years 1 

have  been s f o w l y  a n d  s t e a d i l y  g a t h e r i n g  t h e s e  f r a g i l e  

t r a c e s .  And t h r o u g h o u l ,  1 h a v e  b e e n  o r d e r i n g  them i n  g r o u p s :  

s i n g l e  women, p a i r s  o f  women, g r o u p s  o f  women, uncorn fo r t ab le  

l o o k i n g  c h i l d r e n ,  a n d  odd images which a f f e c t  m e  i n  ways 1 

d o n f t  u n d e r s t a n d .  T h e s e  c a t e g o r i e s  a r e  n o t  d e f i n i t i v e ,  b u t  a 

c h r o n o l o g i c a l  s e q u e n c i n g  t h a t  s e r v e s  o n l y  a s  a r e m i n d e r  of 

my c h a n g i n g  i n t e r e s t s ,  my c o l l e c t i n g  p a t t e r n s .  P r e s e n t l y  my 

s e a r c h  is  f o r  p h o t o g r a p h s  w i t h  p h o t o - c h e r n i c a l  and a g e  

r e l a t e d  b l e m i s h e s  t h a t  h i g h l i g h t  t h e  i n s t a b i l i t y  a n d  

impermanence of t h e  whole process'. I m p e r f e c t i o n s  r e m i n d  m e  

t h a t  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h i c  o b j e c t  1 h o l d  i n  my h a n d s  h a s  a p a s t ;  

traces c o n t a i n  t h e  t i m e  t h a t  has e l a p s e d  s i n c e  t h e  p o s e  i n  

e a c h  p a r t i c u l a r  image w a s  so awkwardly a n d  p a i n f u l l y  h e l d .  

1 a m  n o t  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  the  p e r s o n a l ,  b i o g r a p h i c a l  

h i s t o r y  o f  any  o n e  of my p h o t o g r a p h s ,  a n d  y e t  1 am obsessed 

w i t h  t h e  h i s t o r y  t h a t  e a c h  p r e s e n t s .  Can 1 Say t h a t  my 

p h o t o g r a p h s  have  a h i s t o r y  w i t h o u t  q u e s t i o n i n g  what t h a t  

h i s t o r y  is? Can 1 Say t h a t  t h e y  c r e a t e  h i s t o r y  i n  t h e  

c a p t u r e d ,  p r e s e r v e d  moment? Can o n e  image  of a s i n g l e ,  lost 

s o u 1  be h i s t o r i c a l :  b e  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  i n t e r e s t  or  u s e ,  i n  

s h o r t ,  b e  a p a r t  o f  h i s t o r y ?  1 c a n n o t  a n s w e r  t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s  

h e r e ,  b u t  t h e y  d o  b r i n g  u p  a n o t h e r ,  wh ich  1 a m  a b l e  t o  

a p p r o a c h :  What is it t h a t  these anonymous women (for t h e y  

are almost a l 1  ferna le)  are  s a y i n g ?  C h o o s i n g  o n e ,  1 assume  

t h a t  s h e  o n c e  sa id  s o m e t h i n g  ( o r  many t h i n g s ) ,  and t h a t  t h e y  

1 1 am speaking here about t h e  photographic process, b u t  am also 
referring to my collection. My groupings are not actually physical 
divisions, but are only virtual ones, and succumb to periodic 
reorganization depending on my memory or mood. 1 also knowingly speed 
the ongoing deterioration of t h e  images in my care by regularly 
submitting them to the very  bright l i g h t  of a flatbed-scanner. In this 
respect, my passion kills as it seeks to (re)create through my art. 



w e r e  c o m p e l l i n g  words o f  l o v e ,  f u l f i l l r n e n t ,  d e s i r e ,  a n d  

l o n e l i n e s s  ( f i g .  1) .  To t h o s e  who knew h e r ,  1 a m  s u r e  h e r  

image cornmunicated s o m e t h i n g ,  i f  n o t  d i r e c t l y ,  t h e n  s t i l l  i n  

a l a n g u a g e  t h a t  w a s  h e r  own. Whatever  h e r  v o i c e ,  w h a t e v e r  

she had t o  S a y  f o r  h e r s e l f ,  she  c a n n o t  u t t e r  it now. Can 1 

e v e n  Say t h a t  s h e  e x i s t s ?  T h a t  s h e  once  s t o o d ,  l e a n i n g  

a g a i n s t  an  o r n a t e  c h a i r ,  1 must  b e l i e v e ,  b u t  is t h i s  t h e  

sarne s h e  t h a t  1 now see? T h i s  woman c o u l d  n o t  b e  s p e a k i n g  t o  

m e  ( c o u l d  not have  e v e n  i rnagined m e ) ,  a n d  y e t ,  a s  I e n t e r  

i n t o  a d i a l o g u e  w i t h  her, s h e  i s  a s  a c t i v e  as 1. However, 

a l 1  t h a t  i s  p o s s i b l e  f o r  h e r  is t o  e n g a g e  i n  a c o n v e r s a t i o n  

w i t h  m e  ( o r  a n y  v i e w e r ) .  H e r  image  is  i n  m y  h a n d s ,  and  it i s  

1, as v i e w e r ,  who d e v e l o p s  t h e  d i a l o g u e  b e t w e e n  u s .  S t i l l ,  

s h e  h a s  many t h i n g s  t o  S a y ,  b u t  t h e s e  a r e  d e p e n d e n t  o n  m y  

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  f o r  t h e i r  s u b s t a n c e  (and  1 u n d e r s t a n d  so 

l i t t l e  a b o u t  her i d e n t i t y ,  h e r  h i s t o r y ,  h e r  b i o g r a p h y ) .  T h i s  

anonymous woman h a s  been  l e f t  w i t h  no l i f e ,  a n d  y e t  b e c a u s e  

h e r  p h o t o g r a p h  s u r v i v e s  t h i s  anonymi ty  w h i l e  p e r p e t u a t i n g  

i t ,  s h e  is p o w e r f u l .  H e r  l i f e ,  a n d  i ts i n f l u e n c e ,  cornes 

t h r o u g h  m e .  

I n  h i s  "Theses  o n  t h e  P h i l o s o p h y  o f  H i s t o r y , "  Walter 

Benjamin states " n o t h i n g  t h a t  h a s  e v e r  h a p p e n e d  s h o u l d  be 

r e g a r d e d  as  l o s t  f o r  h i s t o r y "  ( 1988 ,  2 5 4 ) .  1 a m  n o t  

f o r e g r o u n d i n g  H i s t o r y  i t s e l f  i n  my t h e s i s ,  b u t  i t s  p o o r  

c o u s i n s  mernory a n d  t i m e  ( i n  p h o t o g r a p h y ) .  T a k i n g  my c u e  from 

Benjamin,  1 l o o k  t o  t h e  f a m i l i a r  a n d  t h e  u n i m p o r t a n t  w h i c h  

is s o  o f t e n  t h o u g h t  t o  b e  u n i n t e r e s t i n g .  A s  Benjamin s a y s :  

'1 w o n ' t  f i l c h  a n y t h i n g  o f  v a l u e  [ . . . ]  O n l y  t h e  t r i v i a l ,  t h e  

t r a s h - - w h i c h  1 d o n f t  wan t  t o  i n v e n t o r y ,  b u t  s i m p l y  a l l o w  ta 

come i n t o  i t s  own i n  t h e  o n l y  way p o s s i b l e :  by p u t t i n g  it t o  

use2"  ( 1 9 8 9 ,  4 7 ) .  My anonymous p h o t o g r a p h s  are n o t  l o s t  f o r  

Benjamin says this regarding his Arcades Project and the process of 
literary montage he uses therein. Although this passage is specific to 
language, 1 feei that given his interest in the use and structure of 



h i s t o r y  because  t h e i r  h i s t o r i e s  have  been l o s t .  The l o s s  of 

t h e i r  s p e c i f i c  h i s t o r i e s  e n a b l e s  m e  t o  ' f i n d f  new 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t o  myse l f ,  t o  o t h e r  v i e w e r s ,  t o  a r t ,  h e r e  and 

now: This  is t h e  power i n  t h e i r  s u r v i v a l .  

I n  my a r t w o r k  (work ing  through m y  a r t ) ,  1: a m  i n  t h e  

p r o c e s s  of e n g a g i n g  t h e  o ld  pho tog raphs  o f  s i n g l e  women t h a t  

I have i n  my c o l l e c t i o n .  These women, s i n g l e  by v i r t u e  of 

b e i n g  r e p r e s e n t e d  a l o n e  w i t h i n  t h e  f r ame ,  a r e  an  enigma. 

They have t h e  a p p e a l  o f  u n e s c o r t e d  g i r l s  a t  t h e i r  f i r s t  

prom. I n  t h i s  t h e r e  is  b o t h  a s a d n e s s  (why a r e  t h e y  a l o n e ,  

w e r e  t h e y  a l w a y s  s o ? ) ,  a n d  a d e l i g h t  ( t h a t  t hey  are 

independen t ;  p e r h a p s  p l a n n i n g  t o  p r e s e n t  t h i s  pho tograph  t o  

a  secret l o v e r ) .  There is a l s o  some th ing  e r o t i c  a b o u t  many 

of  t h e s e  images .  It is  n o t  t h e  women themse lves ,  b u t  t h e  

whole  s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  1 f i n d  e r o t i c .  The p r e sence  o f  t h e  

pho tog raphe r ,  a l t h o u g h  u n s e e n ,  is f e l t .  I t  was t h e  

pho tog raphe r  t h a t  had t h e  power t o  ' e x p o s e '  t h e s e  women t o  

me, b u t  t h e y  h e l d  o n l y  h a l f  o f  t h e  power i n  t h o s e  s i t u a t i o n s  

( i n  p o r t r a i t  s t u d i o s  t h e  models  a re  t h e  c l i e n t s ) .  I t  is a l s o  

t h e  power 1 f e e l  as anonymous v i ewer  (unknown t o  a l 1  

i n v o l v e d  i n  t h o s e  s t u d i o  s i t t i n g s )  t h a t  b r i n g s  up t h i s  

f e e l i n g  of e r o t i c i s m .  I t  i s  not, however,  t o  eve ry  image 

t h a t  1 f e e l  a n  erot ic  a t t a c h e n t ,  b u t  o n l y  t o  t h o s e  where 

t h e  woman i s ,  p e r h a p s ,  open. B a r t h e s  would p robab ly  r e f e r  

t o  t h i s  as h e r  a i r ,  and 1 w i l l  r e t u r n  t o  t h i s  i n  Chapter  1, 

b u t  1 am h e r e  t r y i n g  t o  locate h e r  o u t s i d e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  

i n s i d e  t h e  f rame (where s h e  is p i c t u r e d ) .  H e r  openness  t a k e s  

m e  beyond what  is t h e r e  t o  s e e ,  i n t o  a  s p a c e  of f a n t a s y 3 .  

images, it c a n  a l s o  be r e a d  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  my use of found p h o t o g r a p h s .  
3 Roland B a r t h e s  a t t a c h e s  Andre B a z i n ' s  c i n e m a t i c  term ' b l i n d  f i e l d '  t o  
p h o t o g r a p h s  i n  w h i c h  t h e  p e r s o n  figured 'emerges' from t h e  frame. H e  
a l s o  u s e s  t h i s  term t o  s e p a r a t e  s e x u a l  i m a g e s  i n t o  t h e  erotic, which  
have a ' b l i n d  f i e l d , '  and t h e  p o r n o g r a p h i c ,  which do not ( 5 5 - 5 9 ) .  I l  
however, f e e l  t h a t  it is t h i s  ' b l i n d  f i e l d f  t h a t  c o n f e r s  a n  e r o t i c i s m  o n  



And it is t h i s  e ro t ic  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  1 p l a y  o u t  i n  t h e  

images 1 make ( u s i n g  t h e s e  woman who are open  t o  

a p p r o p r i a t i o n ) ,  images  which  a t t e m p t  t o  d e s c r i b e  t h i s  

c o n n e c t i o n ,  t h i s  d e s i r i n g .  

But  t h e r e  is s o m e t h i n g  more t h a t  p u l l s  a t  m e ,  and  i f  1 

a m  r e t i c e n t  t o  cal1 it p i t y  ( a s  R o l a n d  B a r t h e s  d o e s ) ,  it is 

f o r  f e a r  of b e i n g  t h o u g h t  n o s t a l g i c  (1 do n o t  y e a r n  for 

t h e i r  l i v e s ,  1 do  n o t  r o m a n t i c i z e ) .  I t  is  n o t  n o s t a l g i a  t h a t  

b r i n g s  m e  t o  t h i s  compass ion  ( t h i s  p i t y ) ,  b u t  a maddening 

awareness  t h a t  t h e s e  women, l o c k e d  i n  t h e s e  many 

p h o t o q r a p h s ,  w i l l  s t a y  u n e s c o r t e d  for e t e r n i t y .  However, it 

is  t h i s  v e r y  a w a r e n e s s  wh ich  e n d s  t h a t  e t e r n i t y ,  c h a n g i n g  

t h e  f l o w  o f  t i m e  as 1 bring t h e m  f o r w a r d  i n t o  my e x i s t e n c e ,  

s i m p l y  by a n  ac t  of c o n s i d e r a t i o n .  P i t y  is n o t  imrnediate or  

impe tuous ,  it r e q u i r e s  d i s t a n c e ,  t h e  s p a c e  o f  t h o u g h t .  T h i s  

does n o t  mean t h a t  p i t y i n g ,  t h e  a c t ,  is n o t  p o w e r f u l  o r  

d a n g e r o u s  ( i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  it creates a p r e c a r i o u s  

s i t u a t i o n ,  a moment o f  t e n s i o n  t h a t  c a n  be c r e a t i v e ,  o r  

r e v o l u t i o n a r y  i n  B e n j a m i n ' s  t e r m s  ) . B a r t h e s  ' s c e r t a i n t y  t h a t  

t h o s e  h e  l o v e s  ( i n  c e r t a i n  p h o t o g r a p h s )  e x i s t  i n  a rnoribund 

c y c l e ,  f o r c e s  him t o  e n t e r t a i n  a q u i e t  madness .  Bu t  it i s  

t h i s  madness t h a t  a l l o w s  him t o  pass  t h r o u g h  tirne a n d  s p a c e ,  

t a k i n g  h o l d  of what  is  i m p o r t a n t  f r o m  t h e  p a s t ,  b r i n g i n g  it 

f o r w a r d  t o  h i m s e l f :  

1 t h e n  n o t i c e d  t h a t  t h e r e  was  a sor t  o f  l i n k  ( o r  
k n o t )  between P h o t o g r a p h y ,  m a d n e s s ,  and  s o m e t h i n g  
whose name I d i d  n o t  know. [ . . . ]  I n  t h e  l o v e  
s t i r r e d  by P h o t o g r a p h y  ( b y  c e r t a i n  p h o t o g r a p h s ) ,  
a n o t h e r  music  is h e a r d ,  i t s  name o d d l y  o l d -  
f a s h i o n e d :  P i t y .  1 collected as a l a s t  t h o u g h t  t h e  
images which had  ' p r i c k e d  ' m e  [ . . . ] . I n  e a c h  o f  
them, i n e s c a p a b l y ,  1 p a s s e d  beyond  t h e  u n r e a l i t y  
o f  t h e  t h i n g  r e p r e s e n t e d ,  1 e n t e r e d  c r a z i l y  i n t o  

c e r t a i n  images which a r e  n o t  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  b e  s e x u a l  a t  a l l .  T h a t  i n  
f a c t ,  it is  rny p a r t  i n  t h e  c r e a t i o n  of t h i s  s p a c e  t h a t  is my power i n  
t h i s  s i t u a t i o n ,  and t h e  b a s i s  o f  t h e  eroticism of  t h e  image. See Jane  
G a l l o p ' s  e s s a y ,  "The P l e a s u r e  of t h e  P h o t o t e x t , "  f o r  a  more d e t a i l e d  
a c c o u n t  o f  B a r t h e s ' s  e r o t i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  pho tography .  



t h e  s p e c t a c l e ,  i n t o  t h e  image,  t a k i n g  i n t o  m y  arms 
wha t  is dead, what  is g o i n q  t o  d i e  [ . . . ]  gone  rnad 
f o r  P i t y ' s  s a k e  ( 1 1 6 - 1 1 7 ) .  

A p a r t  f rom a l 1  t h o s e  w h i c h  1 h a v e  r e s c u e d  f rom t h e  

i n d i f f e r e n c e  o f  o t h e r s ,  1 h a v e  a l s o  i n h e r i t e d  a g r e a t  many 

p h o t o g r a p h s  t h a t  r e p r e s e n t  g e n e r a t i o n s  o f  my f a m i l y ' s  

h i s t o r y .  I c h o o s e  n o t  t o  u s e  these i n  my a r t ,  and  1 d o n f t  

c o u n t  them as p a r t  o f  my c o l l e c t i o n  ( a l t h o u g h ,  p e r h a p s  I a m  

p a r t  o f  t h e i r ' s ,  added t o  the p i l e :  d a u g h t e r  o f ,  sister t o ,  

l o v e r s  w i t h  . . . ,  w h a t  will e n d  up s c r a w l e d  on t h e  back  o f  my 

p o r t r a i t ? ) .  T h e r e  is too much 1 know, o r  imag ine  1 know, 

a b o u t  t h e s e  p e o p l e  (my f a m i l y )  , f o r  m e  t o  t r y  t o  re-create 

them i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  m y s e l f .  

I a m  more drawn t o  t h o s e  anonymous women whom 1 happen 

upon by  c h a n c e :  the  o n e s  who f l o a t  b e t w e e n  memory a n d  

o b l i v i o n ,  f rom pho to -a lbum t o  g r a n d c h i l d r e n  t o  estate sales 

t o  junk  sellers t o  c o l l e c t o r  t o  col lec tor .  A l 1  names are 

l o s t ,  e x c e p t  t h o s e  o f  t h e  p h o t o - s t u d i o s ,  which are 

rnechan ica l ly  ernbossed a n d  o v e r p o w e r i n g  i n  t h e i r  c o n s t a n t  a n d  

unwanted r e m i n d e r  o f  t h e  p r o c e s s  - -  m a g i c i a n s  s h o u l d  l e a v e  

no t r a c e .  T h e s e  i m a g e s ,  scattered i n  j u n k s t o r e s ,  are l i k e  so 

many g r a v e s t o n e s  d o t t i n g  a c e m e t e r y ,  rnarkers  of wha t  was 

once  t h e r e ,  b u t  now a r r a n g e d  f o r  e t e r n i t y ,  s m i l i n g ,  posed  

and s t i l l .  They a re  ambiguous m a r k e r s  t h a t  b e a r  w i t n e s s  t o  a 

life, b u t  of w h a t  measure  it is i m p o s s i b l e  f o r  m e  t o  know. 

L ike  names a n d  dates c h i s e l e d  i n t o  m a r b l e  ( b u t  n o t  n e a r l y  a s  

p e r m a n e n t ) ,  t h e y  r e f e r  t o  t h o s e  women l y i n g  b e n e a t h  t h e  

s u r f a c e  o f  t h e  i m a g e .  A l t h o u g h  1 must  b e l i e v e  t h e  r e f e r e n t  

existed a t  t h e  moment o f  e x p o s u r e ,  t h e  image  i t s e l f  t e l l s  m e  

s o  v e r y  l i t t l e  about t h o s e  women. 

I n  c h a p t e r  1 of what  f o l l o w s ,  I w i l l  b e  l o o k i n g  t o  

Roland B a r t h e s  (specif i c a l l y  Camera Lucida), f o r  h i s  i n s i g h t  



i n t o  t h e  p e r s o n a l  n a t u r e  o f  p h o t o g r a p h y .  1 a m  d e p e n d e n t  

t h r o u g h o u t  t h i s  t h e s i s  o n  h i s  e x p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  v a r i o u s  

forms o f  punctum: p a r t i c u l a r ,  u n i n t e n d e d  d e t a i l s  o r  f a c t o r s  

t h a t  a l l o w  fo r ,  o r  create a p o w e r f u l ,  p e r s o n a 1  i n t e r a c t i o n  

w i t h  c e r t a i n  p h o t o g r a p h s .  They a r e ,  i n  B a r t h e s ' s  t e r m s ,  

"what  1 add t o  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h  and what is nonetheless 

already t h e r e r f  ( 5 5 )  . A s  w e l l ,  1 am i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  B a r t h e s ' s  p u n c t u m  a n d  Walter B e n j a m i n ' s  

n o t i o n  o f  t h e  a u r a ,  which 1 see as h a v i n g  s i m i l a r  

p r o p e r t i e s .  B o t h  i n v o l v e  a subjective v i e w i n g  e x p e r i e n c e  

t h a t  p r i o r i t i z e s  what  is  o u t s i d e  of t h e  f r a m e  over t h a t  

which h a s  b e e n  f r a m e d .  T h i s  creates a r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  

b r i d g e s  t h e  d i s t a n c e  be tween  v i e w e r  a n d  o b j e c t  w h i l e  

m a i n t a i n i n g  a n e c e s s a r y  s e p a r a t i o n .  1 a m  e x p l o r i n g  t h e  

p o t e n t i a l  f o r  a n  a u r a t i c  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  p h o t o g r a p h y ,  by 

l o o k i n g  a t  some o f  B e n j a m i n ' s  w r i t i n g  o n  t h e  a u r a  a n d  

t e c h n o l o g y .  I t  i s  my b e l i e f  t h a t ,  a l t h o u g h  t e c h n o l o g y  h a s  

t h e  p o t e n t i a l  t o  d e s t r o y  t h e  a u r a  ( a s  Benjamin  e x p l a i n s  i n  

h i s  "Work o f  A r t r f  e s s a y ) ,  it c a n  a l s o  create a space f o r  a 

p o s i t i v e  a u r a t i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h i c  other, 

b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  b r i d g e  it p r o v i d e s .  1 c a n  best e x p l a i n  t h e  

p o s i t i v e  n a t u r e  o f  t h i s  a u r a  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a n o t h e r  of 

Ben jamin ' s  c o n c e p t s ,  n o w - t i r n e :  t i m e  w h i c h  s t o p s  the e t e r n a l  

f l o w  o f  h i s t o r y ,  t i m e  w h i c h  is  n o t  l i n e a r  b u t  creates t h e  

p r e s e n t  i n  c l o s e  r e l a t i o n  t o  a pas t  moment ( 1 9 8 8 ,  2 6 2 - 2 6 3 ) .  

Technology c a n  p romote  a c o n t e m p l a t i v e  d i s t a n c e  from t h e  

e v e r y d a y ,  and  it c a n  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  a c o n n e c t i o n  of p a s t  t o  

p r e s e n t  . 
1 a m  s e e k i n g ,  i n  t h e  whole  o f  t h i s  t h e s i s ,  t o  map o u t  a 

r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  B a r t h e s ,  B e n j a m i n ,  

Marcel P r o u s t ,  as t h e y  address q u e s t i o n s  of t e c h n o l o g y ,  a n d  

myself  i n  my role a s  v i e w e r  o f  o l d  p h o t o g r a p h s .  As w e l l ,  1 

am l o o k i n g  t o  t h e s e  w r i t e r s  f o r  a l i n k  ( a  s e p a r a t e  b u t  



over lapping  h i s t o r y )  t o  my a r t i s t i c  p r a c t i c e ,  which combines 

o l d  photographic  images w i t h  cornputer scanning and imaging 

d e v i c e s .  T h i s  l a s t  l i n k  i s  one t h a t  1 have fo rged  on my own. 

A l 1  t h r e e  o f  t h e  men 1 have chosen t o  use i n  my t h e s i s  a r e  

dec ided ly  u n i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  r o l e  of t h e  photographer  as 

a r t i s t .  I n  m y  p o s i t i o n  as viewer 1 a m  o f t e n  a l i g n e d  w i t h  

Bar thes ,  and 1 can f i n d  i n  Prous t  and Benjamin an  

unders tanding  o f  t echno logy  ( e s p e c i a l l y  photography) t h a t  

i n s p i r e s  m e .  However, as  an  a r t i s t ,  a s  one who i n t e n d s  b o t h  

a conceptua l  and a e s t h e t i c  dimension t o  t h e  images 1 

produce, 1 am a t  odds w i t h  t h e s e  t h i n k e r s ,  and y e t  w i t h i n  

t h e i r  w r i t i n g ,  1 f i n d  a p a t h  t h a t  l e a d s ,  c i r c u i t o u s l y ,  t o  my 

art. 

1 a l s o  e x p l o r e ,  i n  c h a p t e r  3 ,  a d i f  f e r e n t  pho tograph ic  

expe r i ence  o f  t h e  a u r a t i c ,  one that bears a s t r o n g  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  the moment o f  exposure ,  t o  t h e  a c t i o n  of t h e  

photographer ,  no t  t h e  a c t i o n  of t h e  viewer .  1 a m  l o c a t i n g  

t h i s  p o s i t i o n  as one which a c t u a l l y  f o r c e s  a d e c e n t e r i n g  o f  

t h e  s u b j e c t .  Although I am not  a photographer  1 t a k e  on a 

s i m i l a r  r o l e  a s  a r t i s t .  1 a l s o  a t t e m p t  t o  p o s i t i o n  t h e  

viewers  of my work a s  b o t h  s p e c t a t o r  and o p e r a t o r .  Th i s  dual 

p e r s p e c t i v e  i s  meant t o  promote an unders tanding  of t h e  

v i ewer ' s  own presence  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a p a s t  t h a t  resides 

w i t h i n  t h e  p r e s e n t .  M y  aim, i n  working with  o l d  photographs 

i s  n o t  t o  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  past, nor t h e  p r e s e n t ,  b u t  t o  

p r e s e n t  t h e  presence  o f  t h e  p a s t  ( a  moment t h a t  cannot  be 

t i e d  t o  any c a l e n d a r  o r  c l o c k ) .  



Chapter 1: the present of presence. 

[A]n experienced event is finite--at any rate, 
confined to one sphere of experience; a remembered 
event is infinite, because it is only a key to 
everything that happened before it and after it. 
. . .  Only the actus p u r u s  of recollection itself, 
not the author or the plot, constitutes the unity 
of the text. 

(Walter Benjaïnin, "The Image of Proust," 
Illuminations, 202) 

Mad or tame? Photography can be one or the other: 
tame if its realism remains relative, tempered by 
aesthetic or empirical habits (to leaf through a 
magazine at the hairdresser's, the dentist's); mad 
if this realism is absolute, so to speak, 
original, obliging the loving and terrif ied 
consciousness to return to the very letter of 
Time: a strictly revulsive movernent which reverses 
the course of the thing, and which 1 shall call, 
in conclusion, the photographic ecstasy. 

(Roland Barthes, Camera L u c i d a ,  Il9 ) 

Recently, while preparing to work with my collection of 

found photographs, I came across an image that 1 could not 

place. It was a portrait of a young girl (maybe ten or 

twelve), which was probably taken somewhere between the late 

thirties and the early fifties. She looked so familiar. 1 

thought 1 could be holding a picture of my mother who died 

in 1989. 1 could feel hope (not that this image was her, but 

of finding her) and pain (of impossibility) in my stomach. 

Nothing was written on the back of the photograph and 1 

couldn't remernber if 1 had or hadn't purchased the image. 

The young girl reminded me of my memories of my mother as a 

child (which are of course memories of photographs), but 1 

was certain 1 had never mixed the images 1 owned with the 

ones that owned me (claimed me as one of their own). 1 would 



n e v e r  know f o r  c e r t a i n .  I n  f i n a l l y  d e c i d i n g  t o  u s e  t h i s  

p h o t o g r a p h  i n  my work ,  1 c h o s e  n o t  t o  d e f i n e  t h e  image as m y  

mother, a n d  n o t  t o  f i n d  my mother  i n  t h a t  image .  

I n  Camera L u c i d a  B a r t h e s  goes  looking fo r  the truth o f  

t h e  f a c e  he h a d  loved, a n d  a f t e r  f o l l o w i n g  i t s  trace back  i n  

t i m e ,  h e  f i n a l l y  happens  upon t h e  l i t t l e  g i r l  i n  t h e  E i n t e r  

Garden P h o t o g r a p h  a n d  r e d i s c o v e r s  h i s  m o t h e r  ( 6 7 ,  6 9  I n  

some o f  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h s  t h a t  Barthes p a s s e s  o v e r  o n  h i s  way 

t o  t h e  W i n t e r  Garden  P h o t o g r a p h ,  h e  f i n d s  f r a g m e n t s  o f  h i s  

mother  a n d  r e c o g n i z e s  f a m i l i a r  a s p e c t s  o f  h e r  f o r m ,  b u t  h e  

i s  s t i l l  l e f t  u n s a t i s f i e d :  '1 n e v e r  r e c o g n i z e d  h e r  e x c e p t  i n  

f r a g m e n t s ,  w h i c h  i s  t o  Say t h a t  1 missed her  b e i n g ,  and  t h a t  

t h e r e f o r e  1 missed h e r  a l t o g e t h e r .  I t  w a s  n o t  s h e ,  and  y e t  

it was no  o n e  else" ( 6 5 - 6 6 ) .  A l though  B a r t h e s  s p e a k s  a b o u t  

r e c o g n i z i n g  a c t u a l  body f r a g m e n t s ,  h e  is n o t  h o p i n g  t o  

e v e n t u a l l y  r e c o g n i z e  h e r  whole  body. F u r t h e r  o n  i n  t h e  t e x t  

he describes the  h e r  h e  f i n d s  as b e i n g  beyond a l i k e n e s s :  

" L i k e n e s s  leaves m e  u n s a t i s f i e d  and s k e p t i c a l  ( . . .  t h e  o n l y  

[ image]  wh ich  h a s  g i v e n  m e  t h e  s p l e n d o r  of h e r  t r u t h  is  

p r e c i s e l y  a  lost, remote p h o t o g r a p h ,  o n e  which  does n o t  l o o k  

' l i k e f  h e r ,  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h  o f  a c h i l d  1 n e v e r  knew)"  ( 1 0 3 ) .  

I f  h e r  e s s e n c e  is o u t s i d e  of l i k e n e s s ,  t h e n  it c a n n o t  be 

t h a t  t h o s e  o t h e r  images  a re  n o t  enough a l i k e ,  b u t  t h a t  t h e y  

a r e ,  i n  f a c t ,  m i s s i n g  a key  e l e m e n t .  However, h e  s a y s  of 

t h e s e  i m a g e s ,  t h a t  e v e n  t h o u g h  t h e y  do n o t  c o n t a i n  t h e  

e s s e n c e  o f  h i s  m o t h e r ,  t h e r e  is  i n  e a c h  o n e  a " p l a c e  set  

a p a r t ,  r e s e r v e d  a n d  p r e s e r v e d :  t h e  b r i g h t n e s s  o f  her e y e s . "  

The p h o t o g r a p h  had p r e s e r v e d  h e r  g a z e ,  wh ich  i n  i t s e l f  is a 

" m e d i a t i o n  w h i c h  led [ B a r t h e s ]  toward  a n  e s s e n t i a l  i d e n t i t y ,  

t h e  g e n i u s  o f  a b e l o v e d  face" ( 6 6 ) .  But  wha t  does h e r  g a z e  

med ia t e?  I t  is the s p a c e  be tween h e r  a n d  B a r t h e s  t h a t  t h e  

l a s t i n g  b r i g h t n e s s  o f  her e y e s  m e d i a t e s ,  b r i d g i n g  t h e  



d i s t a n c e  be tween h e r  a t  t h e  moment s h e  was ' c a p t u r e d ' ,  and  

B a r t h e s  as he h o l d s  h e r  f l a t t e n e d  image i n  h i s  h a n d s .  And 

y e t  t h i s  g a z e  does n o t  i n  a n d  o f  i t s e l f  a l l o w  him t o  f i n d  

h i s  mother  i n  these i m a g e s .  P e r h a p s  t h i s  is b e c a u s e  a l 1  t h e  

images w h e r e i n  B a r t h e s  r e c o g n i z e s  p a r t  o f  h i s  m o t h e r  

a c t u a l l y  p r o v i d e  him w i t h  a v i s i o n  t h a t  h e  knows r e f e r s  t o  

h e r ,  b u t  which  h e  c a n n o t  a l i g n  w i t h  t h e  i n t a n g i b l e  v i s i o n  of 

h e r  h e  carries i n  h i s  m e m o r i e s .  H e  s e t t l e d ,  f i n a l l y  o n  t h e  

f i r s t  p h o t o g r a p h  t a k e n  o f  h e r  ( i n  w h i c h  h i s  mernories c o u l d  

r e c o g n i z e  no l i k e n e s s )  . 
B u t  what  i f  Barthes h a d  not b e e n  s i t t i n g  i n  t h e  

a p a r t m e n t  where  h i s  m o t h e r  had d i e d ,  t r a c i n g  h e r  i d e n t i t y  

back ,  p h o t o  by  p h o t o ,  t o  t h a t  e a r l y ,  e s s e n t i a l  image? What 

i f  h e  had ,  l i k e  mysel f ,  corne by c h a n c e  upon t h a t  p h o t o g r a p h  

i n  a c o n t e x t  t h a t  made t h e  i m b r i c a t i o n  o f  i d e n t i t y  a n d  t r u t h  

less a p p a r e n t ?  Would he h a v e  been a s  q u i c k  t o  claim t h a t  

p h o t o g r a p h  as  a k i n d  o f  t r u t h ,  a s  pure r e f e r e n t ?  I t  seems 

t h a t  as  h e  w e n t  l o o k i n g  f o r  t h e  t r u t h  o f  someone so d e a r  t o  

him, f i n d i n g  it w a s  a fait accompli. B a r t h e s  would  d i s a g r e e ,  

i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  t h e r e  is a n  e l e m e n t  o f  c h a n c e  a t  work i n  h i s  

s c e n a r i o ,  and  a l t h o u g h  I do n o t  d i s p u t e  t h i s ,  1 a m  

s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  he w a s  more w i l l i n g  a n d  e a g e r  t o  e n t e r  i n t o  

a d i a l o g u e  w i t h  t h i s  image  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  c o n t e x t  of t h e  

s i t u a t i o n .  

However 1, who h a v e  d e n i e d  f i n d i n g  my rnother  i n  my 

p h o t o g r a p h ,  s t i l l  c l i n g  t o  a  f a i n t  h o p e ,  o r  i f  n o t  hope  t h e n  

desire, t h a t  t h i s  image which  1 a l l o w  m y s e l f  t o  u s e ,  mold, 

re-create, a n d  i n  some ways r e i n c a r n a t e ,  is unbeknowns t  t o  

m e  ( f o r  1 c o u l d n ' t  do it o t h e r w i s e ) ,  my m o t h e r .  Why 1 c a n n o t  

u s e  a n  image o f  my m o t h e r  i n  my a r t  is s t i l l  a m y s t e r y  t o  

m e .  P e r h a p s  t h e  best way f o r  m e  t o  g e t  close t o  my r e a s o n i n g  

is t o  d e f e r  b a c k  t o  B a r t h e s ' s  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  why h e  would 

n o t  p u b l i c l y  r e p r o d u c e  t h e  Winter Garden P h o t o g r a p h :  



1 c a n n o t  r e p r o d u c e  f o r  you t h e  W i n t e r  Garden 
P h o t o g r a p h .  I t  e x i s t s  o n l y  for m e .  F o r  you, it 
would be n o t h i n g  b u t  a n  i n d i f f e r e n t  p i c t u r e ,  o n e  
o f  t h e  t h o u s a n d  m a n i f e s t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  " o r d i n a r y " ;  
it c a n n o t  i n  a n y  way c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  v i s i b l e  o b j e c t  
o f  a  s c i e n c e ;  it c a n n o t  e s t a b l i s h  a n  o b j e c t i v i t y ,  
i n  t h e  p o s i t i v e  s e n s e  o f  t h e  t e r m ;  a t  most it 
would i n t e r e s t  y o u r  s t u d i u m :  p e r i o d ,  c l o t h e s ,  
pho togeny ;  b u t  i n  it, f o r  you,  no  wound. (Ro land  
B a r t h e s ,  Camera L u c i d a ,  7 3  ) 

B a r t h e s  f e l t  t h a t  others c o u l d  n o t  r e l a t e  t o  h i s  

understanding of t h i s  image ,  t h a t  it c o u l d  n o t  i l l u s t r a t e  

h i s  a rgument .  A l though  1 a g r e e  t h a t  n o  o n e  c o u l d  s h a r e  my 

f e e l i n g s  f o r  rny m o t h e r ,  it i s  a l s o  t h a t  1 d o  n o t  w i s h  t o  u s e  

he r  as a n a r r a t i v e  e l e rnen t  i n  my w o r k .  1 d o n ' t  want  t h e  

viewers o f  my work t o  read a s p e c i f i c ,  d e t e r m i n e d  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tween m y s e l f  and  t h e  images  1 use. I might 

a l s o  Say t h a t  my f e e l i n g s  for my m o t h e r  overwhelm me, and 

t h a t  it would b e  u s e l e s s  ( a n d  somehow wrong)  f o r  m e  t o  

a t t e r n p t  a t r a n s l a t i o n  f r o m  t h i s  e m o t i o n  t o  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n .  

However, t h e  a r t i s t  - m e  is  v e r y  d i f  f e r e n t  f rom t h e  l a m e n t i n g -  

daugh te r -me  ( p r o d u c e r  s e p a r a t e  f rom r e c e i v e r ) ,  and  t h e  

j o u r n e y  f rom o n e  t o  t h e  o t h e r ,  t h e  t i m e  of t r a n s l a t i o n ,  

c r e a t e s  a y e a r n i n g  f o r  o ld  p h o t o g r a p h s  i n  general ( a l t h o u g h  

n o t  a l 1  p h o t o g r a p h s ) .  It i s  o l d  p h o t o g r a p h s  t h a t  s p e a k  m o s t  

c l e a r l y  a b o u t  d e a t h  a n d  loss  ( n o t  j u s t  o f  l i f e ,  b u t  o f  

a p p e l l a t i o n :  o f  b e i n g  l o s t ) ,  and as  s u c h  s p e a k  n o t  j u s t  

a b o u t  my l o s s  o f  my m o t h e r ,  b u t  a l so  t h r o u g h  t h a t  l o s s ,  my 

loss  o f  s e l f .  T h i s  s e l f  is  t h e  o n e  t h a t  is dependen t  on  

b e i n g  known and  l o v e d ,  o n  t h e  c o n n e c t i o n  t o  o t h e r s  who have  

h e l p e d  i n  my c r e a t i o n ,  my naming. T h i s  loss o f  self a c t u a l l y  

m a i n t a i n s  my s o l i t u d e  (like t h e  s o l i t a r y  p h o t o g r a p h s  of 

' s i n g l e  women' 1 col lec t ) .  

On f i n d i n g  h i s  m o t h e r  ( o r  p e r h a p s  i n  order t o  f i n d  her) 



i n  t h e  Winter Garden Photoqraph,  B a r t h e s  sees back i n t o  tirne 

and ' w a t c h e s '  h e r  p o s i n g  f o r  t h e  camera ,  ' h e a r s '  t h e  

p h o t o g r a p h e r  d i r e c t i n g  h e r  p o s e ,  ' f e e l s '  t h e  sad bond s h e  

had w i t h  ber b r o t h e r .  And y e t ,  h e  c a n n o t  s h a r e  h i s  v i s i o n  of 

h e r  w i t h  h i s  r e a d e r s  ( c a n n o t  r e p r o d u c e  i t ) ,  he c a n  o n l y  

e x p l a i n  it, d e f i n e  it, i l l u s t r a t e  around it. H i s  is a 

p r i v a t e  v i s i o n .  The f a d e d  image o f  a  young g i r l  h e  c o u l d  

never  h a v e  known a l l o w s  B a r t h e s  t o  c r e a t e  p a g e s  of n a r r a t i v e  

t h a t  c o u l d  n o t  h a v e  corne from a n y  d i rec t  e v i d e n c e  w i t h i n  t h e  

p h o t o g r a p h .  H e  u s e s  t h e  image a s  r a w  m a t e r i a l  t o  re-create 

( r e i n c a r n a t e )  h i s  m o t h e r  i n  h i s  e y e s ,  f r o m  h i s  s u b j e c t  

p o s i t i o n .  

However, w i t h o u t  t h e  r e f e r e n t i a l  q u a l i t y  of t h e  

p h o t o g r a p h ,  w i t h o u t  i t s  b e i n g  dependent o n  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h i c  

s u b j e c t f s  e x i s t e n c e ,  h e  c o u l d  not b e  a b s o l u t e l y  s u r e  t h a t  it 

was h i s  m o t h e r  whom he was p i n n i n g  h i s  d e s i r e s  t o ,  a n d  

r e s u r r e c t i n g  t h r o u g h  memory. H e  c a l l s  this e s s e n t i a l  q u a l i t y  

'That - h a s  -beenU ( 77  ) , and  it is t h i s  f e a t u r e  t h a t  s e p a r a t e s  

pho tography  from a l 1  o t h e r  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  mediums: '1 cal1 

' p h o t o g r a p h i c  r e f e r e n t f  n o t  t h e  optionally real  t h i n g  t o  

which a n  image o r  a s i g n  r e f e r s  b u t  t h e  necessarily r e a l  

t h i n g  which  h a s  b e e n  p l a c e d  b e f o r e  t h e  l e n s ,  w i t h o u t  which  

t h e r e  would b e  no pho tograph"  ( 7 6 ) .  

B a r t h e s ' s  r o u t e  back  t o  h i s  mothe r  was t h r o u g h  t h e  many 

o l d  p h o t o g r a p h s  t h a t  had  be longed  t o  h e r .  T h i s  p a s s a g e  w a s  

n o t  c o n t i n g e n t  o n  a n  o b j e c t i v e ,  v i s u a l  r e s e m b l a n c e ,  wh ich  

was a l w a y s  d i s a p p o i n t i n g  t o  him, b u t  on t h e  a i r  of t h e  

s u b j e c t  (his m o t h e r )  . 
The a i r  (1 u s e  t h i s  word, l a c k i n g  a n y t h i n g  b e t t e r ,  
f o r  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  t r u t h )  is  a k i n d  of 
i n t r a c t a b l e  s u p p l e m e n t  of i d e n t i t y ,  w h a t  is  g i v e n  
as a n  ac t  o f  grace, s t r i p p e d  o f  any ' i m p o r t a n c e ' :  
t h e  a i r  e x p r e s s e s  t h e  s u b j e c t  i n s o f a r  as t h a t  
s u b j e c t  a s s i g n s  i t s e l f  no i m p o r t a n c e .  I n  t h i s  



veracious photograph, the being 1 love, whom 1 
have loved, is not separated from itself: at last 
it coincides. And, mysteriously, this coincidence 
is a kind of metamorphosis. (109) 

For Barthes this air is not a necessary attribute to the 

photograph, except that it animates the image, extending the 

life of the photographed subject beyond her own mortal life 

span. It is also unruly in its temperamental existence, in 

that neither photographer, photographed or even the one 

holding (looking at) the photograph, can control, intend or 

cajole this air into existence. And yet, it is the viewer 

that brings this air to light; it is the viewer that sees 

it, and none other (not even, necessarily another viewer). 

The coinciding, in this photograph, of Barthes's mother 

with herself is a coincidence: a chance occurrence. In other 

images this metamorphosis does not occur. Perhaps this air 

cannot exist in an atmosphere heavy with expectation. In the 

other images of his mother he was looking, expecting to find 

her, but in the Winter Garden Photogxaph, he was shocked by 

his discovery of her in an image which was unrecognizable to 

him. But what does he mean when he speaks of this harmonious 

collision, the coinciding of a being with itself? 

Perhaps this metamorphosis is the transformation that 

occurs when the being Barthes knew, whom he loves, is met by 

the one he could never know, but now does, by perceiving her 

in a new way. Perhaps it means that in this one photograph 

he can see through tirne, recognizing the trace of his 

mother. Barthes would then understand, in this trace, that 

what was then is possibly also now. If this is true, then 

this simultaneous existence of the being he knows with the 

one he doesn't (two different time-frames) relates to Walter 

Benjamin's concept of now-time4. Eduardo Cadava explains the 

1 owe what understanding 1 have of Benjamin's now-time to Eduardo 
Cadava's explication of this concept in T r a c e s ,  his chapter on historic 



n e c e s s i t y  of t h e  t r a c e  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  Ben jarnin ' s now- tirne: 

The p o s s i b i l i t y  of h i s t o r y  is bound t o  t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  
t h e  t r a c e s  of what is p a s t  and t o  o u r  a b i l i t y  t o  read 
t h e s e  traces as traces. Tha t  t h e s e  t r a c e s  a r e  marked 
h i s t o r i c a l l y  does  n o t  mean that t h e y  belong t o  a 
sp~cif i c  t i m e  [ . . . ] Rathe r ,  as he says of images in 
g e n e r a l ,  t h e y  o n l y  corne t o  l e g i b i l i t y  a t  a specific 
t i m e .  ( 6 4 )  

I n  lV5 Walter Benjamin uses now-tirne t o  d e f i n e  an event 

which i s  t h e  emergence of t h e  p r e s e n t ,  b u t  not t h e  p re sence  

time in Words of Light: Theses on the Photography of History. In his own 
words, his book "attempts to understand Benjamin's concept of history by 
analyzing his persistent recourse to the language of photography in his 
discussions of history" (xix). However, he makes it cleax that 
photography is not just a useful metaphor for Benjamin, but that memory 
can be likened to memorization, and in turn to photography. Cadava sets 
photography up not as a metaphor, but as a structural base for work 
around history : 

The extent to which memory and thought can be saîd to belong to 
the possibility of repetition, reproduction, citation, and 
inscription determines their relation to photography. Like a 
camera that seeks to fix a moment of history, thought wishes to 
bring history within the grasp of a concept . . .  Both 
historiography and photography are media of historical 
investigation. That photographic technology belongs to the 
physiognomy of historical thought means that there can be no 
thinking of histoxy that is not at the same time a thinking of 
photography (xviii). 

He explains that for Benjamin, the structure of the photographic moment 
(a ripping out of context, out of the) is also that of historical 
thinking, which is involved in the arrest of continuity, of flow, of 
linear time. 

Benjamin was also very interested in the image itself and its 
(re)production as it pertained to modernity. Cadava, explicating 
Benjamin, says that "there can be no critical theory without an 
understanding of the relation between social tradition and photography, 
without a sense of what an image is and of what it might mean to assume 
responsibility for one" (xxix). My understanding of, and interest in the 
concept now-time is dependent on both Benjamin's respect for the 
photographic image, and his dependence on its language (its structure) 
in his writing. Because 1 am both confused and excited by the 
correspondence of the two in relation to now-time, 1 have chosen 
(assuming responsibility) to read Benjamin's 'image', his imagistic 
text, as pictorial inscription - -  as an actual photograph. 
5 According to translator Richard Sieburth, N was one section of the 
"Notes and Materials" for Benjamin's ongoing Arcades Project. There were 
36 sections, each corresponding to one letter of the alphabet. A table 
of contents (included with the published "Notes and Materials"), which 
rnay or may not have corresponded to chapters Benjamin planned to use, 
included: N re the theory of knowledge, theory of progress. ( 'N [Re the 
Theory of Knowledge, Theory of Progress]," from Walter Benjamin, Das 
Passagen-Werk, ed. Rolf Tiedemann. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1982, 
pp. 570-611. Gesammelte Schriften, V.) 



o f  it ( n o t  i ts f u l f  i l l m e n t )  . Now-time can b e  t h o u g h t  of as  

t h e  ac t  of making l e g i b l e  t h a t  w h i c h  w a s n t t  up u n t i l  t h a t  

p o i n t ,  and w h i c h  will n e v e r  be a g a i n .  T h i s  ernergence o r  

coming i n t o  l e g i b i l i t y  is a lways  h a p p e n i n g ;  it i s  i t s e l f  t h e  

p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  t h i s  coming.  And i m p o r t a n t l y ,  w i t h i n  t h i s  

emergence  is  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  t h e  p a s t .  A s  Benjamin  states:  

'It i s n f t  t h a t  t h e  p a s t  casts  i t s  l i g h t  on w h a t  is  p r e s e n t  

o r  t h a t  t h e  p r e s e n t  casts  i ts  l i g h t  o n  what is  p a s t ;  r a t h e r ,  

a n  image is t h a t  i n  which t h e  Then a n d  t h e  Now corne t o g e t h e r  

i n t o  a c o n s t e l l a t i o n  l i k e  a f l a s h  of l i g h t n i n g "  (1989 ,  5 0 )  . 
T h e  c o n s t e l l a t i o n  is a moment o f  arrest where t h e  t w o  meet. 

I t  c a n  be  t h o u g h t  o f  as a moment o f  r e f l e c t i o n ,  which  is  i n  

i t s e l f ,  an  i m p o r t a n t  a c t i o n .  T h i s  c o n c e p t  is u s e d  by 

Benjamin  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  be tween t h e  \'homogeneous empty t i m e "  

of h i s t o r i c i s m  which  he sees as bound up i n  t h e  n o t i o n  of 

h i s t o r i c a l  p r o g r e s s  ( a t  al1 c o s t s ) ,  a n d  t h e  " c o n s t r u c t i v e  

p r i n c i p a l "  o f  r n a t e r i a l i s t  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y ,  i n  which  

' [ t l h i n k i n g  i n v o l v e s  n o t  o n l y  t h e  f l o w  o f  t h o u g h t s ,  b u t  

t h e i r  arrest  as  w e l l "  ( 1 9 8 8 ,  261, 2 6 2 ) .  

Benjamin t a l k s  a b o u t  images a s  b e i n g  t h e  s p a c e  of now- 

t i m e .  Images are ambiguous and c a n  encompass o p p o s i t i o n a l  

mean ings ,  as  w e l l  as t e n s e s .  T h i s  i s  p e r h a p s  why h e  s t a t e s  

t h a t  "an  image is d i a l e c t i c s  a t  a s t a n d s t i l l "  ( 1 9 8 9 ,  5 0 ) .  ~t 

is t h e  momentary s t a n d s t i l l ,  t h e  ' f l a s h  o f  l i g h t n i n g , '  t h a t  

is needed  t o  " i so l a t e  t h e  d e t a i l  of a n  e v e n t  f r o m  t h e  

con t inuum o f  h i s t o r y "  (Cadava ,  5 9 ) .  The  t a s k  t h a t  Benjamin 

sets h i m s e l f ,  a t a s k  d e p e n d e n t  on b i s  a b i l i t y  t o  s t a l l  

h i s t o r y  ( i n  order t o  s p e c u l a t e  on  i t ) ,  i s  " t o  se t  i n  mot ion  

a n  e x p e r i e n c e  w i t h  h i s t o r y  o r i g i n a l  t o  e v e r y  new p r e s e n t "  

(Cadava ,  6 0 ,  q u o t i n g  Benjamin i n  One Way Street ,  3 5 2 ) .  

Accord ing  t o  Benjamin,  ' [ t ]  he p a s t  c a n  be s e i z e d  o n l y  

as a n  image which f l a s h e s  up a t  t h e  i n s t a n t  when it can be 

r e c o g n i z e d  a n d  i s  n e v e r  s e e n  a g a i n "  ( 1 9 8 8 ,  2 5 5 ) .  1 l i k e n  



this to a photograph that, in the instant of the ffash-bulb 

explosion, wrests time from itself, spiriting away the 

moment until, with another flash it settles (restlessly) in 

a different instant. This settling is the appropriation of 

the image, and it is not tied to the original context. These 

images that flash like lightning into the now create a truth 

out of the present situation: 

These images must be thoroughly marked off from 
'humanistic' categories, such as so-called 
habitus, style, etc. For the historical index of 
the images doesn't simply Say that they belong to 
a specific time, it says above al1 that they only 
enter into legibility at a specific time. [ . . . ]  
Every Now is determined by those images that are 
synchronic with them: every Now is the Now of a 
specific recognizability. In it, truth is loaded 
to the bursting point with tirne. (This bursting 
point is nothing other than the death of the 
intentio [intention], which accordingly coincides 
with the birth of authentic historical time, the 
time of truth.) (1989, 50) 

1 am not interested in examining Benjamin's concept of 

"authentic historical time;" it is his idea that truth can 

be filled with time that 1 am intrigued by. If one does not 

intend or assume connections, nor plan sequences (between 

past, present, future), then one is left only with what is 

synchronic with the now, with what could not be presumed, 

but cannot be denied. This, then, could be considered a 

moment of truth filled with time (not linear time, but an 

encompassing time that brings together remote but 

synchronous images). In relating these occurrences to the 

d e a t h  of intention, 1 find that I am cornfortable speaking of 

6 1 b e l i e v e  t h a t  h e r e  h e  is r e f e r r i n g  t o  h i s  c o n c e p t  of "Mess ian ic  
tirne." I n  the  t h e s i s  ' A '  of  h i s  "Theses  on  t h e  P h i l o s o p h y  of H i s t o r y " ,  
Benjamin t a l k s  a b o u t  t h e  i m p o r t a n t  c o n n e c t i o n  between d i f f e r e n t  e v e n t s  
i n  tirne: "A  h i s t o r i a n  who t a k e s  t h i s  as h i s  p o i n t  o f  d e p a r t u r e  s t o p s  
t e l l i n g  t h e  s e q u e n c e  o f  e v e n t s  like t h e  beads o f  a r o s a r y .  I n s t e a d ,  h e  
g r a s p s  t h e  c o n s t e l l a t i o n  which h i s  own era h a s  formed w i t h  a definite 
e a r l i e r  one .  Thus he e s t a b l i s h e s  a c o n c e p t i o n  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  a s  t h e  
' t i m e  of now' which  is s h o t  t h r o u g h  w i t h  c h i p s  of M e s s i a n i c  t i m e "  ( 2 6 3 ) .  



t r u t h ,  a n d  y e t  1 a m  s u r e  t h a t  my moment o f  t r u t h  is f a r  from 

t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  which  Ben jamin  had e n v i s i o n e d .  

The q u e s t i o n  h e r e  m i g h t  be what  is t h e  t r u t h  that cornes 

o u t  o f  s u c h  a s p e c i f i c  r e c o g n i t i o n ?  F o r  B a r t h e s ,  t h e  Winter 

Garden Pho tograph  i s  a n  i n c o m p a r a b l e  e v e n t  o f  d i s c o v e r y :  ''a 

sudden awaken ing ,  o u t s i d e  of ' l i k e n e s s ,  ' a s a t o r i  i n  which  

words f a i l ,  t h e  rare, p e r h a p s  u n i q u e  e v e n t  of t h e  'So, y e s ,  

so much a n d  no morefff ( 1 0 9 ) .  I t  is e x t e r i o r  t o  wha t  he calls 

' s t u d i u m f  (what  Benjamin  r e f e r s  t o  as  " h u m a n i s t i c  

c a t e g o r i e s " ) ,  wh ich  are t h e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  a n  image t h a t  a r e  

o f  g e n e r a l  s o c i o l o g i c a l  or h i s t o r i c a l  i n t e r e s t .  A l t h o u g h  

B a r t h e s  asserts t h a t  words f a i l e d  him a t  t h e  moment h e  saw 

t h i s  p h o t o g r a p h ,  t h e r e  i s  a r e c o g n i t i o n  i n v o l v e d ,  a r e a d i n g  

( a l t h o u g h  n o t  semiot ic) ,  a n d  t h e  r e a d a b i l i t y  o f  t h i s  image 

e x i s t s  for o n l y  B a r t h e s  a n d  o n l y  a t  t h i s  t i m e .  H e  s e i z e s  t h e  

image,  w i t h o u t  i n t e n t i o n ,  a t  t h e  same moment t h a t  it s h o c k s  

him by i t s  p r e s e n c e .  I n  it h e  f i n d s  t h e  t r u t h  o f  

p h o t o g r a p h y ,  which i s  ( p e r h a p s  o n l y  ever) t h e  p r o m i s e  t h a t  

p r o v i d e s  i t s  ambiguous a n d  o p e n  s t r u c t u r e :  

The p h o t o g r a p h i c  image  t h e r e f o r e  cornes o n l y  i n  t h e  
f o r m  o f  a coming,  i n  t h e  mode o f  a p r o m i s e ,  w i t h i n  
the m e s s i a n i s m  of i t s  ' e v e n t ' :  p h o t o g r a p h y  
p r o m i s e s  t h a t  e v e r y t h i n g  may be  k e p t  f o r  h i s t o r y ,  
b u t  t h e  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  i s  k e p t  i s  t h e  e v e r y t h i n g  
t h a t  i s  a l w a y s  a l r e a d y  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  
d i s a p p e a r i n g ,  t h a t  d o e s  n o t  b e l o n g  t o  s i g h t .  What 
i s  kept is o n f y  t h e  p r o m i s e ,  t h e  e v e n t  o f  t h e  
p r o m i s e .  (Cadava, 6 5 - 6 6 )  

A f t e r  h i s  p e r s o n a 1  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  h i s  m o t h e r f s  air i n  

t h e  Winter Garden Pho tograph  (her truth, w h i c h  i s  p e r h a p s  

o n l y  t h e  p r o m i s e  of f i n d i n g  h e r ) ,  B a r t h e s  g o e s  on t o  e x p l o r e  

t h e  air of c e r t a i n  o t h e r  i m a g e s  ( 1 1 0 ) .  What is n o t  clear t o  

m e  is  w h e t h e r  t h e  a i r  e x i s t s  e q u a l l y  f o r  a l 1  v i e w e r s .  It is 

clear t h a t  h e  derives t h i s  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  air o f  t h e  s u b j e c t  



i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  Winter Garden Photograph .  He s e e s  no 

r e a s o n  t o  r e - p r e s e n t  t h i s  image, so 1 assume t h a t  her  air is 

o n l y  p e r c e i v a b l e  t o  B a r t h e s  ( f o r  m e ,  'no wound"). I f  h i s  

m o t h e r J s  a i r  is indeed the promise of h e r ,  t h e n  a d i i f e r e n t  

v i ewer ,  one  t o  whom t h i s  promise  is  not  a g i f t ,  might n ~ t  

see h e r  a i r .  Bar thes ,  a s  1 have s a i d ,  p l a y s  a  l a r g e  p a r t  i n  

t h e  creation of  t h e  air o f  c e r t a i n  s u b j e c t s  ( h i s  mother and 

t h e  o t h e r  images he s p e a k s  o f )  because  of  t h e  c o n t e x t  i n  

which he f i n d s  them. I f  each of  u s  e x p e r i e n c e s  t h e  air of 

different photographic  s u b j e c t s  ( a n d  how c o u l d  w e  not?), 

t h e n  1 can  p l a c e  t h e  a i r  i n  t h e  c a t e g o r y  o f  B a r t h e s ' s  

punctum, a v a r i a b l e  b u t  c r i t i c a l  de t a i l  t h a t  shows i t s e l f  

o n l y  t o  t h o s e  who create meaning i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  i t .  Ba r thes  

s p e c i f i e s  t h a t  t h e  expe r i ence  o f  t h e  p u n c t u m  is both  

i r r a t i o n a l  and s u b j e c t  t o  chance,  however it is  a l s o  

dependent  on what is  b r o u g h t  t o  t h e  image by t h e  viewer .  

A t  f i r s t ,  Bar thes  g i v e s  c o n c r e t e  examples of odd, 

un in tended ,  p h y s i c a l  details i n  c e r t a i n  photographs t h a t  

c a t c h  h i s  eye and d i s t u r b  him. ' A  pho tograph ' s  punc tum  is 

t h a t  a c c i d e n t  which p r i c k s  me ( a l s o  b r u i s e s  me, is poignant  

t o  me)" ( 2 7 ) .  Enter ing  i n t o  t h e  d i s c o u r s e  of t h e  

au thor /photographer  is  incompa t ib l e  wi th  f i n d i n g  a  punc tum 

i n  an  image. For Bar thes ,  t h e  p u n c t u m  a l l o w s  each s p e c t a t o r  

a c c e s s  t o  in fo rma t ion  t h a t  is n o t  in tended  or  a n t i c i p a t e d  by 

t h e  a u t h o r  of  t h e  image. But i n  o r d e r  t o  f i n d  meaning t h a t  

is n o t  c r e a t e d  by t h e  photographer ,  t h e  s p e c t a t o r  must 

i n v e s t  t h e  p u n c t u m  w i t h  p e r s o n a l ,  s u b j e c t i v e  rneanings of 

t h e i r  own . 
T h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  a l l o w s  a a r t h e s  t o  broaden h i s  s e a r c h  t o  

o t h e r  un in tended ,  u n c o n t r o l l a b l e  (rnagic) aspects of  t h e  

pho tograph ic  image. "The punctum, t h e n ,  is a k ind  of s u b t l e  

beyond - -  a s  i f  t h e  image launched desire beyond what it 



p e r m i t s  u s  t o  sec" ( 5 9 ) .  So,  t h e  " s u b j e c t  [ t h a t ]  a s s i g n s  

i t s e l f  no  i m p o r t a n c e "  (who h a s  r e s i g n e d  i n t e n t i o n ? ) ,  m i g h t  

a l l o w  for a n  a c c i d e n t a l  p h o t o g r a p h i c  moment t h a t  r e s u l t s  i n  

t h e  c a p t u r i n g  o f  t h e i r  air, which  might  a l so  be s e e n  as  

t h e i r  aura  ( 1 0 9 ) .  B u t  h e r e  a g a i n ,  t h e  q u e s t i o n  a r i s e s ,  is 

t h e  air o r  t h e  punctum i n h e r e n t  i n  t h e  s u b j e c t  o r  is it 

c o n t i n g e n t  on  t h e  i n v e s t m e n t  o f  t h e  s p e c t a t o r ?  

I n  'The Work o f  A r t  i n  t h e  A g e  of M e c h a n i c a l  

R e p r o d u c t i o n , "  W a l t e r  Benjamin d e f i n e s  t h e  a u r a  a s  " t h e  

u n i q u e  phenornenon o f  a d i s t a n c e ,  however close it may be" 

(1988,  2 2 2 - 2 2 3 ) .  An object ( o r  p e r s o n )  w h i c h  h a s  a n  a u r a  

r emains  s e e m i n g l y  d i s t a n t ,  no m a t t e r  how c l o s e l y  o r  i n t e n t l y  

it is v i e w e d .  However, Benjamin asserts t h a t  m e c h a n i c a l  

r e p r o d u c t i o n  ( p h o t o g r a p h y  and  f i l m  s p e c i f i c a l l y )  has t h e  

power t o  b r e a k  t h e  s p e l l  o f  t h e  a u r a .  H e  s a y s  t h a t  '[olne 

might  subsume t h e  e l i m i n a t e d  e l e m e n t  i n  t h e  t e r m  ' a u r a f  and 

go  on t o  Say :  t h a t  w h i c h  w i t h e r s  i n  t h e  a g e  of m e c h a n i c a l  

r e p r o d u c t i o n  is t h e  a u r a  o f  t h e  work of a r t "  ( 2 2 1 ) .  This is  

b e c a u s e  t h e  u n i q u e ,  r i t u a l i z e d  o b j e c t  ( r e l i g i o u s  icon, 

i m p o r t a n t  p e r s o n ,  famous p a i n t i n g )  c a n n o t  m a i n t a i n  a n  a u r a  

when mass r e p r o d u c t i o n  d e s t r o y s  i t s  s i n g u l a r  q u a l i t y ,  

changes  i ts  c o n t e x t  a n d  r e i n v e s t s  it w i t h  new meaning for 

t h e  modern s p e c t a t o r :  

One m i g h t  g e n e r a l i z e  by saying: t h e  t e c h n i q u e  o f  
r e p r o d u c t i o n  d e t a c h e s  t h e  r e p r o d u c e d  object from 
t h e  domain o f  t r a d i t i o n .  By making many 
r e p r o d u c t i o n s  it s u b s t i t u t e s  a p l u r a l i t y  o f  c o p i e s  
f o r  a u n i q u e  e x i s t e n c e .  And i n  p e r m i t t i n g  t h e  
r e p r o d u c t i o n  t o  m e e t  t h e  b e h o l d e r  o r  l i s t e n e r  i n  
h i s  own p a r t i c u l a r  s i t u a t i o n ,  it r e a c t i v a t e s  t h e  
object  r e p r o d u c e d  (1988,  2 2 1 ) .  

However , i n  B e n  j a m i n  ' s Short History of Photography, 

( p u b l i s h e d  a l m o s t  f i v e  y e a r s  earlier t h a n  'The Work o f  A r t "  

e s s a y )  h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h e  a u r a  describes a rnuch more 



c o n t e m p l a t i v e ,  i n t e r s u b j e c t i v e  e x p e r i e n c e :  

What is  a u r a ?  A s t r a n g e  w e b  o f  t i m e  and  s p a c e :  t h e  
u n i q u e  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  a d i s t a n c e ,  however c l o s e  a t  
hand .  On a  surnrner noon, r e s t i n g ,  t o  f o l l o w  t h e  
l i n e  o f  a  m o u n t a i n  r a n g e  on t h e  h o r i z o n  o r  a t w i g  
which  t h r o w s  i t s  shadow o n  t h e  o b s e r v e r ,  u n t i l  t h e  
moment o r  h o u r  b e g i n s  t o  b e  a  p a r t  o f  its 
a p p e a r a n c e - - t h a t  is t o  b r e a t h e  t h e  a u r a  o f  t h o s e  
m o u n t a i n s ,  t h a t  t w i g .  (1977 ,  4 9 )  

1 w i l l  g o  i n t o  t h i s  i n t e r s u b j e c t i v e  exchange  i n  m o r e  d e p t h  

i n  c h a p t e r  2 ,  b u t  here 1 would l i k e  t o  set f o r t h  a r e a d i n g  

o f  t h e  a u r a  a s  a  p o s i t i v e  e x p e r i e n c e  i n s t e a d  of a n e g a t i v e  

a t t r i b u t e .  The w o r d s  t h a t  Benjamin u s e s  i n  t h e  a b o v e  p a s s a g e  

d e s c r i b e  a s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  i n v o l v e s  b o t h  v i e w e r  a n d  viewed i n  

a  remarkably c o n t e m p l a t i v e  e x p e r i e n c e ,  T h i s  is n o t  t o  Say 

t h a t  1 a m  n o t  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  a  t e c h n o l o g y  t h a t  ' r e a c t i v a t e s  

t h e  o b j  ect r e p r o d u c e d '  , it is t h a t ,  i n  my o p i n i o n ,  t h i s  is 

n o t  a n t i t h e t i c a l  t o  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  t h e  a u r a ,  a s  1 w i l l  

e x p l a i n  la ter .  

F o r  B a r t h e s ,  t h e  rnemory o f  h i s  m o t h e r  is  l a u n c h e d  by 

t h e  p u n c t a l  q u a l i t i e s  o f  t h e  Win te r  Garden Pho tograph .  1 

would a l s o  d e s c r i b e  h i s  memory a s  b e i n g  a u r a t i c  b e c a u s e  t h e  

p e r s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  a p h o t o g r a p h i c  s u b j e c t  i n v o l v e s  t h e  

a u r a .  I n  Camera L u c i d a ,  B a r t h e s  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  aura o f  

p h o t o g r a p h y ,  or  i ts  p o s s i b i l i t y  when h e  d e s c r i b e s  h i s  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  p h o t o g r a p h s  t h a t  move h im.  H e  a c c o m p l i s h e s  

t h i s  t r a n s p o s i t i o n  b y  ' i m a g i n i n g '  t h a t  it is n o t  t h e  

p h o t o g r a p h i c  o b j e c t  i t s e l f  t h a t  r e t u r n s  h i s  g a z e ,  b u t  t h e  

o r i g i n a l  r e f e r e n t ,  w h i c h  l o o k s  a t  him through t h e  image.  He 

a l s o  f o c u s e s  o n  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  d i s t a n c e  of t h e  p h o t o g r a p h i c  

image ( i n  t i m e  and  s p a c e )  f rom i t s  r e f e r e n t .  F o r  B a r t h e s ,  it 

seems t h a t  c e r t a i n  p h o t o g r a p h s  remain d i s t a n t  b e c a u s e  t h e y  

remind him o f  h i s  d i s t a n c e  f rom t h e  r e f e r e n t .  The v e r y  

s t r u c t u r e  o f  p h o t o g r a p h y  creates t h i s  d i s t a n c e ,  w h i l e  



s imul taneous ly  a l lowing t h e  viewer t o  cross t h i s  breach. 

Barthes d e s c r i b e s  h i s  encounter  w i t h  t h e  photographic  

p rocess :  "A s o r t  o f  umbi l ica l  cord l i n k s  t h e  body of t h e  

photographed t h i n g  t o  my gaze:  l i g h t ,  though impalpable ,  is 

he re  a  c a r n a l  medium, a s k i n  1 s h a r e  w i t h  anyone who has 

been photographed" ( 8 1 ) .  To be l inked  (even rne taphor ica l ly)  

by something as s imple  as paper ,  a s  basic as l i g h t ,  t o  s h a r e  

s k i n  and l i f e  i t s e l f  with t h e  photographed subject s e e m s  

very s i m i l a r  t o  breathinq i ts  a u r a ,  a s  both d i s t a n c e  a n d  

t i m e  d i s s o l v e .  O r  perhaps it is not  t h a t  time d i s s o l v e s ,  b u t  

t h a t ,  i n  c e r t a i n  photographs t h e r e  i s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of a  

d i f f e r e n t  exper i ence  o r  understanding of  t i m e .  The 

technology of photography a l lows  a  s h a r i n g ,  not  o f  s k i n  o r  

of air, but of t i m e  (of a d i s t a n t  t i m e ) .  

I n  some photographs Bar thes  exper iences  t h e  p a s t  a s  t h e  

f u t u r e ,  and i n  t h e s e ,  t i m e  i t s e l f  becomes a punctum. I t  i s  

n o t  j u s t  t h a t  t i m e  has  s topped i n  t h e s e  photographs,  it is 

a l s o  t h a t  t i m e  has been brought  forward t o  be exarnined: " t h e  

punctum i s :  h e  is yoiny to die. 1 read  a t  t h e  same t i m e :  

This will be and this has  been; 1 observe  with h o r r o r  a n  

a n t e r i o r  f u t u r e  of which d e a t h  is t h e  s t a k e "  ( 9 6 ) .  For 

Bar thes ,  a l 1  photographs remind him of  h i s  own d e a t h  because 

t h e  f u t u r e  of t h e  p a s t ,  and t h e r e f o r e  t h e  unavoidable  f u t u r e  

of h i s  p r e s e n t  is  always conta ined  i n  each  image. 

1 have drawn a connection between Bar thes ' s  a i r  and 

Benjamin's a u r a ,  b u t  it i s  B a r t h e s ' s  f a i t h  i n  t h e  a b s o l u t e  

r e f e r e n t i a l  q u a l i t y  ( t h e  that-has-been) of t h e  photographic  

image t h a t  a l lows  m e  t o  make t h i s  a s s o c i a t i o n .  Examining 

B a r t h e s ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  W i n t e r  Garden Photoqraph, 1 

ask :  how else cou ld  he  find his mother except  through a  

temporal b r idge  t h a t  is  t h e  a u r a  of t h e  photograph? Barthes 



experiences the photograph as a carrier for the emanation of 

light rays (that-has-been), and not the ocular reconfiguring 

of reality. However, his experience is dependent on the 

transparency of the medium. It is this particular quality of 

the technology that allows him to imagine (create) an 

auratic connection. 

Benjamin speaks about the authority of death in his 

essay "The Storyteller," where he says that "[dleath is the 

sanction of everything that the storyteller can tell. He has 

borrowed his authority from death." This is because " n o t  

only a man's knowledge or wisdom, but above al1 his real 

life--and this is the stuff that stories are made of--first 

assumes transmissible form at the moment of his death" 

(1988, 94) . Unlike other people, who can only fully know 
themselves by looking back at their lives, the storyteller 

has the authority of a knowledge (of accumulated 

experiences) that is transmissible through narrative. This 

accumulation of the experience of others mingles with 

persona1 experiences, which leave their trace in these ever 

evolving narratives. In a good story ' [ i l t  is l e f t  up to 

[the reader] to interpret things the way he understands 

them, and thus the narrative achieves an amplitude that 

information lacks.(1988, 89)" 

Barthes's experience of the punctum time (death) in 

photography gives him the borrowed authority of a 

storyteller. Kowever, this authority is limited, as the 

information (truth of death) is of little use without the 

ability to make it mean something in the context of living. 

He cannot communicate the experience of death because it 

cornes to only those who are dying. And yet, he does 

experience the catastrophe of a death that has inevitably 

already occurred, in the stilling (and cornpressing) of time 



i n  c e r t a i n  o l d  photographs.  Barthes ,  o r  anyone who shares  

t h i s  exper i ence ,  is placed i n  a p o s i t i o n  of a u t h o r i t y  - -  of 

having p r i v i l e g e d  knowledge of t h e  s u b j e c t ' s  f u t u r e  dea th .  

But t h i s  knowledge can do l i t t l e  more than h e l p  shape t h e  

n a r r a t i v e  t h a t  r e s u l t s  f rom viewing t h e  photograph. 

The a u t h o r i t y  t h a t  I have borrowed from d e a t h ,  i n  my 

capaci ty  as a r t i s t ,  a l lows m e  t o  t a l k  of memory, but not of 

memories. 1 am no t  a  s t o r y t e l l e r ,  b u t  a s t o r y  s t e a l e r :  1 

c o l l e c t  o l d  photographs and with them sometimes comes t r a c e s  

of r e a l  l i v e s ,  b u t  without  knowledge of  them t h e y  d i e  i n  my 

hands ( a g a i n  and a g a i n ) .  1 can only speak of t h i s  impotence. 

However t h e s e  women, whose images 1 c o l l e c t  and w o r k  w i t h ,  

do not  onLy b r i n g  dea th ,  they  a l s o  l i v e  through my 

i n t e r a c t i o n s  wi th  them, and through t h e i r  e f f e c t  on me. B u t  

can 1 Say that t h i s  new l i f e  1 c r e a t e  f o r  them, or  allow 

them t o  l i v e ,  is usefu l?  The f a c t  t h a t  t h e  women i n  rny 

photographs a f f e c t  ne is t r u e ,  but  i f  1 cannot i n  t u r n  

a f f e c t  o t h e r s ,  then  t h e  stories 1 s t e a l  r e a l l y  do d i e  i n  my 

hands. However, my aim is n o t  t o  o f f e r  up t h e i r  s t o r i e s ,  but  

t o  o f f e r  one  example of an i n t e r s u b j e c t i v e  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  

This  r e l a t i o n s h i p  is  t h e  r e s u l t  of t h e  e f f e c t  t h a t  t h e s e  

t r a c e s  have on me, and t h e  a f f e c t  t h a t  t h e  t r a c e s  of my 

experience have on t h e  whole. 

Bar thes  desc r ibes  an image t h a t  does not  y i e l d  a  

punctum a s  'a motionless  image, t h i s  does not  mean t h a t  the  

f i g u r e s  it r e p r e s e n t s  do n o t  move; it means t h a t  they  do not 

emerge ,  do n o t  l eave :  they  a r e  a n e s t h e t i z e d  and f a s t e n e d  

down, l i k e  b u t t e r f l i e s "  ( 5 7 ) .  And y e t ,  in so  many o l d  

photographs it is t h i s  t h a t  1 am drawn t o ,  t h a t  is a punctum 

f o r  m e :  a  f e e l i n g  t h a t  t h e  f i g u r e s  a r e  t rapped,  their  

l i k e n e s s e s  (and s o u l s )  d isp layed and y e t  kept a t  a d i s t a n c e  

by t h e  same smooth paper t h a t  d i s p l a y s  them. Whereas Barthes 



e x p e r i e n c e s  t h e  a u r a  of  a s p e c i f i c  de t a i l  ( i ts  emergence 

t h rough  t h e  pho tograph  i n t o  a s p a c e  of f a n t a s y ) ,  1 am moved 

by t h e  pho tograph  i t s e l f ,  and  by t h e  a u r a  which  crosses i t s  

h i s t o r y .  An a u r a  c r e a t e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  

pho tog raph i c  o b j e c t ,  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r ,  and  v i e w e r .  

E a r l y  on  i n  Camera L u c i d a  B a r t h e s  r e l a t e s  the  

pho tog raph i c  image t o  t w o  d i s t i n c t  ways o f  s e e i n g :  t h e  

o p e r a t o r ' s  view which cornes from p e e r i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  d a r k  

h o l e  of t h e  Camera Obscura ( f ra rn ing ,  composing,  o p t i c a l l y  

c o n t r o l l i n g  v i s i o n ) ,  and t h e  s p e c t a t o r ' s  v iew which is 

dependen t  on t h e  chemica l  p r o c e s s  t o  r e v e a l  the object 'from 

which [ i s ]  r e c e i v e [ d ] ,  by d e f e r r e d  a c t i o n ,  t h e  r a y s "  ( 1 0 ) .  

B a r t h e s  p o s i t i o n s  h imse l f  as b o t h  a s p e c t a t o r  a n d  s p e c t a c l e  

(as the o c c a s i o n a l  s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h i c  p r o c e s s ) ,  b u t  

never  a s  an o p e r a t o r .  A s  a  s p e c t a t o r ,  what  B a r t h e s  v a l u e s  is 

t h e  immedia te ,  p e r s o n a l  c o n n e c t i o n  t o  t h o s e  p h o t o g r a p h i c  

images h e  c h e r i s h e s ;  i f  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h e r  does  a n y t h i n g  i n  

a i d  o f  t h i s  bond, it is t o  c a p t u r e ,  u s u a l l y  by c h a n c e ,  t h e  

air t h a t  makes t h e  d i s t a n c e  of t i m e  and  p l a c e  d i s s o l v e .  

B a r t h e s  s a y s  o f  photography t h a t  it is  "a m a g i c ,  n o t  a n  

art": n o t  a copy o f  r e a l i t y ,  b u t  a n  emana t ion  o f  p a s t  

r e a l i t y  ( 8 8 ) .  

B a r t h e s  is a s p e c t a t o r ,  and  1 a m  b o t h  t h a t  and  t h e  

o t h e r .  N o t  a  p h o t o g r a p h e r ,  b u t  an  o p e r a t o r  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  i n  

t h e  s e n s e  of one  who views and  u s e s  images a s  f ramed ,  

composed s i g n i f i e r s .  1 d o n ' t  u s e  a camera ,  i n s t e a d  1 re- 

engage o l d  pho tog raphs ,  c a p t u r i n g  t h e  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  l i g h t  

r a y s  u s i n g  a  flatbed s c a n n e r  and  a  p e r s o n a 1  compu te r .  

Although 1 w i l l  d i s c u s s  my a r t i s t i c  p r o c e s s  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  

t e chno logy  i n  c h a p t e r  2 ,  h e r e  1 am drawing  a d i s t i n c t i o n  

between B a r t h e s ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  pho tog raphs ,  as v i e w e r ,  

and mine ,  as  a r t i s t .  A ~ S O ,  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  1 u s e  a computer  t o  



work w i t h  a p p r o p r i a t e d  images ,  a n d  n o t  a camera t o  c a p t u r e  

l i f e  ( p o s e d  o r  c a n d i d )  is s i g n i f i c a n t .  A p p r o p r i a t e d ,  o ld  

p h o t o g r a p h s  o f  u n f a m i l i a r  women p r o v i d e  m e  w i t h  d e t a i l s  and  

f r a g m e n t s  o f  imagery  t o  i n v e n t  a p a s t  t h a t  e x t e n d s  beyond my 

own. 1 w i s h  i n t e n s e l y  f o r  some d e t a i l  1 c a n  i d e n t i f y  w i t h ,  

a l 1  t h e  w h i l e  knowing t h a t  f o r  m e  t h e  punctum of p h o t o g r a p h y  

is my a b i l i t y  t o  a n i m a t e  t h o s e  l i v e s  ( a n d  my own) f o r  a 

moment. 

An o l d  p h o t o  is a n o t  a window i n t o  t h e  p a s t  (1 see no 

l i f e ,  no c h a n g e ) ,  it i s  a p i e c e  of t h e  p a s t  (which  w h i s p e r s  

i m p e n e t r a b l e  secrets t h r o u g h  i ts d e t a i l s ) .  As t h e  p h o t o g r a p h  

ages o r  t ravels ,  a n d  i ts  r e l e v a n t  b i o g r a p h i c a l  i n f o r m a t i o n  

g e t s  l o s t  or  f o r g o t t e n ,  what  r emain  are t h e  d e t a i l s  o f  

d r e s s ,  s t a n c e ,  l i g h t .  T i m e  a n d  h i s t o r y  a l s o  remain ,  a n d  

s o m e t i m e s  t h e  t r u t h  o f  a n  i n s t a n t ,  n o t  t h e  i n s t a n t  o f  t h e  

p h o t o g r a p h e r f s  f l a s h ,  b u t  t h e  moment o f  p r e s e n t  m e e t i n g  

p a s t .  F o r  m e ,  t h e s e  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h  a r e  a t r i g g e r  

f o r  f a n t a s y  as rny body merges w i t h  d e t a i l s  o f  p e r f e c t l y  

s t i l l  B&W s m i l e s ,  p o s e s ,  h a i r d o s .  My f i n g e r s  t o u c h  t h o s e  

f i g u r e s ,  c r e a t i n g  a b r i d g e  t h a t  a l l o w s  p a s s a g e  ( a t  a 

d i s t a n c e ) ,  as I f o n d l e ,  m a n i p u l a t e ,  a n d  a d d ,  t h r o u g h  my 

i n t e r a c t i o n s ,  a n o t h e r  l a y e r  o f  c o n t i n g e n c y  t o  t h e  

p h o t o g r a p h i c  images  I collect .  Each image ,  he ld  i n  t h e  

p r e s e n t  by my h a n d s ,  by my i n t e r a c t i o n  ( n o  l o n g e r  l o s t  b u t  

r e p o s i t i o n e d ,  r e t o u c h e d )  becomes l o s t  a g a i n  t h e  moment 1 

e x h i b i t  it. My h a n d s  c a n n o t  p r o t e c t  it f r o m  t h e  d i s i n t e r e s t  

o f  t h e  v i e w e r .  I n  f a c t ,  t h e r e  is  s o  l i t t l e  l e f t  t h a t  is 

v i s i b l e  i n  t h e  old p h o t o g r a p h s  1 u s e ,  it is p r o b a b l e  t h a t  

v i e w e r s  w i l l  n o t  make t h e i r  own c o n n e c t i o n s  t o  t h e  o r i g i n a l  

( o l d )  i m a g e s .  But  1 d o  n o t  wan t  v i e w e r s  t o  i d e n t i f y  w i t h  

t h e s e  women, i n s t e a d  1 want t o  locate them i n  t h e  p r e s e n t ,  

i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a n  a c t i v e  and t h o u g h t f u l  engagement  w i t h  t h e  

p a s t .  T h e  images  1 a m  s p e a k i n g  a b o u t  do n o t  r e p r e s e n t  t h e s e  



women, b u t  p r e s e n t  them i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  m e  ( s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  

my h a n d s ) ,  a c t i n g  o u t  o u r  i n t e r a c t i o n .  

I n  t h e  i n s t a l l a t i o n  of t h i s  work ,  I h o p e  t o  m a i n t a i n  a 

d i s t a n c e ,  w h i l e  f o r c i n g  i n t i r n a c y  i n  a s p a c e  so empty it can 

s u p p o r t  e v e n  the  s u b t l e s t  c h a n g e  i n  p e r c e p t i o n .  The hands 

t h a t  p r e s e n t  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h s  t o  the v i e w e r  a l so  corne between 

t h e  v i e w e r  a n d  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h s  i n  t h i s  work .  I t  is  n o t  a n  

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  my h a n d s  t h a t  I p r o p o s e ,  1 do n o t  want 

v i e w e r s  t o  i m a g i n e  t h e i r  body i n  my p l a c e .  The f a c t  t h a t  1 

k e e p  rny f r a g m e n t a r y  images b e h i n d  g l a s s  and  imbedded  i n  a 

w a l l  w i l l  h o p e f u l l y  make t h a t  t y p e  o f  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  less 

l i k e l y .  I n  r e s p o n s e  t o  my i n t e r v e n t i o n s ,  I w a n t  v i e w e r s  t o  

s i m p l y  a c k n o w l e d g e  t h e  d i s t a n c e  be tween  t h e m s e l v e s  and  t h e  

i m a g e s .  P e r h a p s  t h i s  w i l l  a l l o w  them t o  a c k n o w l e d g e  t h e i r  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  work i n  t h e  p r e s e n t  ( t h e  n o w )  o f  their 

p r e s e n c e ,  i n  t h e  t i m e  of t h e i r  r e a d i n g  ( t h e  i m a g e s ,  t h e  

s p a c e ,  a n d  t h e m s e l v e s  w i t h i n  i t ) .  



Chapler 2 :  the presence of absence. 

I t  is  no a c c i d e n t  t h a t  t h e  p o r t r a i t  w a s  t h e  f o c a l  
p o i n t  o f  e a r l y  p h o t o g r a p h y .  The c u l t  o f  
remembrance of l o v e d  o n e s ,  a b s e n t  o r  d e a d ,  offers 
a l a s t  r e f u g e  f o r  t h e  c u l t  v a l u e  of t h e  p i c t u r e .  
F o r  t h e  l a s t  t i m e  t h e  a u r a  e m a n a t e s  from t h e  e a r l y  
p h o t o g r a p h s  i n  t h e  f l e e t i n g  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  a human 
f a c e .  T h i s  is what  c o n s t i t u t e s  t h e i r  m e l a n c h o l y ,  
i n c o m p a r a b l e  b e a u t y .  

(Benjamin ,  "The Work o f  A r t  i n  The Age o f  
M e c h a n i c a l  R e p r o d u c t i o n ,  " Il 1 umina t i o n s ,  22  6 ) 

I n  t h i s  glum desert, s u d d e n l y  a  s p e c i f i c  
p h o t o g r a p h  r e a c h e s  m e ;  it a n i m a t e s  me, and 1 
a n i m a t e  it. So t h a t  is  how 1 must  name the 
a t t r a c t i o n  which  makes it e x i s t :  a n  animation. The 
p h o t o g r a p h  i t s e l f  i s  i n  no  way a n i m a t e d  (1 do n o t  
b e l i e v e  i n  ' l i f e l i k e '  p h o t o g r a p h s  ) , b u t  it 
a n i m a t e s  m e :  t h i s  is what  creates every a d v e n t u r e .  

(Roland B a r t h e s ,  Camera L u c i d a ,  20  ) 

1 am w r i t i n g  t h i s  c h a p t e r  from my p o s i t i o n  a s  a n  artist 

who is f a s c i n a t e d  w i t h  and  o b s e s s e d  by old p h o t o g r a p h s .  You 

may n o t i c e  t h a t  1 h a v e  n o t  e x p r e s s e d  a n  e m o t i o n a l  a t t a c h e n t  

t o  photography, a s  i n  t h i s  c h a p t e r  1 a m  not i n t e r e s t e d  i n  

t h e  a c t  o f  t a k i n g  p i c t u r e s ,  n o r  am 1 i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  

images t h e m s e l v e s ,  b u t  it is t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  t h e  o b j e c t s  

t h e m s e l v e s  t h a t  h o l d  my a t t e n t i o n .  I t  i s  t h e  l i t t l e  pa radox  

t h a t  resides i n  e a c h  o l d  p h o t o - p o r t r a i t ,  t h e  p r e s e n c e  of t h e  

a b s e n c e  o f  t h e  o n e  i n  t h e  image7,  t h a t  s e d u c e s  m e .  

I t  is  from t h i s  p e r s p e c t i v e  t h a t  1 w i l l  be l o o k i n g  a t  a 

p a s s a g e  o u t  o f  "The Guermantes Way", t h e  t h i r d  volume o f  

Marcel  P r o u s t ' s  Remembrance of T h i n g s  P a s t  which describes a 

t e l e p h o n e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  t h e  n a r r a t o r  h a s  w i t h  h i s  b e l o v e d  

. .. . 

7 By this 1 simply mean t h a t  t h e  photograph itself i s  a marker of the 
absent s u b j e c t  of t h e  image. As well as r e p r e s e n t i n g  her, it makes h e r  
absence abundantly clear ( e s p e c i a l l y ,  but not exclusively, t o  those who 
would c a r e  about h e r  p r e s e n c e ) .  



g r a n d m o t h e r .  I t  is  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  t e c h n o l o g y  o f  

t e l e p h o n y  a s  a medium, a n d  t o  h i s  g r a n d m o t h e r ,  e x p e r i e n c e d  

t h r o u g h  t h i s  medium, t h a t  1 w i L l  examine  f o r  s imi la r i t i e s  t o  

Roland  B a r t h e s ' s  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  t h e  p h o t a g r a p h  i n  Camera 

L u c i d a .  Also i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h i s  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  

t e c h n o l o g y ,  1 w i l l  b r i e f l y  b r i n g  i n  W a l t e r  B e n j a m i n ' s  

d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  a u r a t i c  n a t u r e  o f  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  d i s t a n c e d  

by t i m e  and s p a c e .  

I n  t h e  l a s t  c h a p t e r  1 a s k e d  w h a t  m y  anonymous 

p h o t o g r a p h s  m i g h t  be s a y i n g ,  i f  a n y t h i n g .  My a n s w e r  a t  t h a t  

p o i n t  d e s c r i b e d  a d i a l o g u e  i n  which  t h e  woman p i c t u r e d  is  a s  

a c t i v e  a p a r t i c i p a n t  as 1, b u t  d e p e n d e n t  on my translation 

f o r  h e r  e x i s t e n c e .  T h i s  d i a l o g u e ,  n e e d l e s s  t o  S a y ,  is n o t  

o n e  o f  v e r b a l  o r  w r i t t e n  l a n g u a g e  - -  n o t h i n g  as  d e f i n i t e  a s  

t h a t .  B u t  i n  t h i s  c h a p t e r  1 w i l l  l o o k  a t  a  v e r b a l  d i a l o g u e  

be tween  two l i v i n g  s u b j e c t s 8 .  T h e r e  is a c e r t a i n t y  here t h a t  

c a n n o t  be had f rom a  v i s u a l ,  i m a g i s t i c  d i a l o g u e  ( d i a l e c t k ) ,  

b e c a u s e  i n  t h i s  c o n t e x t  e a c h  h a s  t h e  b e n e f i t  o f  their own 

words a n d  t h e  c a p a c i t y  t o  d i r e c t  t h e  o t h e r f s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  

A l t h o u g h  1 a m  n o t  s p e a k i n g  o f  t h e  l e v e l  of  a m b i g u i t y  of  

images ,  t h i s  is a n  ambiguous d i a l o g u e ,  and it is open 

b e c a u s e  t h e  d i s t a n c e  t h a t  s e p a r a t e s  t h e  s p e a k e r s  a l s o  

t r a n s f o r m s  t h e i r  ' a p p e a r a n c e ' .  A l t h o u g h  t h i s  d i a l o g u e  c a n n o t  

be t r a n s p o s e d  t o  o n e  of s u b j e c t / p h o t o g r a p h i c  o b j e c t ,  it i s  

t h e  t e c h n o l o g y  t h a t  rnediates t h i s  e n c o u n t e r  t h a t  1 am 

a t t e m p t i n g  t o  explore. 

W i t h i n  t h e  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  e n c o u n t e r s  which b o t h  P r o u s t ' s  

n a r r a t o r  and B a r t h e s  h a v e  w i t h  t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  l o v e d  o n e s ,  

it is t h e  e l e m e n t  o f  desire t h a t  1 a m  i n t e r e s t e d  i n .  1 want  

t o  c o r r e l a t e  t h e i r  p e r s o n a 1  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  my s l i g h t l y  

This is of course, in the context of Proust's narrative, b u t  for the 
sake of my discussion 1 will be overlooking the fact that these 
characters are fictitious, and therefore not actually living subjects. 



o b s e s s i v e  a p p r o p r i a t i o n  o f  found,  anonymous p o r t r a i t s .  I 

a t t e m p t  t o  create a s p a c e  o f  l o n g i n g  and  f r u s t r a t i o n  w i t h  

t h e s e  images,  similar t o  t h e  emotion described by both t h e s e  

w r i t e r s .  However, mine  is  a n  a u r a t i c  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  a 

d i f f e r e n t  o r d e r  f rom t h a t  o f  bo th  B a r t h e s  and  P r o u s t ,  who i n  

my o p i n i o n ,  set f o r t h  p ro found ly  a u r a t i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t o  

t e chno logy  b e c a u s e  it a l l o w s  them, c i r c u i t o u s l y ,  t o  ernbrace 

t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  l o v e s -  I am i n t e r e s t e d  i n  e x p l o r i n g  

p o s s i b i l i t i e s  w h e r e i n  t e chno logy  c a n  be i n s t r u m e n t a l  i n  

c r e a t i n g  a s p a c e  f o r  desire. I am aware  t h a t  t h i s  s p a c e  

c a n n o t  have t h e  s a m e  a u r a  t h a t  e x i s t s  f o r  B a r t h e s  and 

P r o u s t ,  b ecause  t h e i r s  depends  on a  p e r s o n a 1  h i s t o r y  t h a t  

v i e w e r s  can n e v e r  b r i n g  t o  my work. But  1 a t t e m p t ,  

n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t o  o r c h e s t r a t e  an  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  f r u s t r a t e d  

d e s i r e ,  by c r e a t i n g  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  d i s t a n c e  f o r  a n  a u r a t i c  

r e l a t i o n s h i p .  

To b e g i n  1 must b r i e f l y  e x p l a i n  t h a t  Bar thes  o n l y  

acknowledges t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  p h o t o g r a p h i c  s u b j e c t s  which 

carry w i t h  them a n  a i r .  B a r t h e s  uses t h e  me t apho r  of a 

c o n d u i t  t o  describe a v i t a l  c o n n e c t i o n  t h a t  t r a v e r s e s  t i m e  

a s  w e l l  a s  s p a c e  t o  d e l i v e r  t h i s  air: 

"The a i r  is t h e  luminous shadow which accompanies  
t h e  body; and  i f  t h e  pho tograph  f a i l s  t o  show t h i s  
a i r ,  t h e n  t h e  body  moves w i t h o u t  a shadow, and  
once  t h i s  shadow i s  s e v e r e d  . . .  t h e r e  r e m a i n s  no 
more t h a n  a s t e r i l e  body. I t  is by t h i s  t e n u o u s  
umbilical cord t h a t  t h e  pho tog raphe r  g i v e s  life; 
i f  h e  c a n n o t ,  e i t h e r  by l a c k  o f  t a l e n t  o r  bad  
l u c k ,  s u p p l y  t h e  t r a n s p a r e n t  s o u 1  i t s  b r i g h t  
shadow, t h e  s u b j e c t  d i e s  f o r e v e r "  ( 110 ,  i t a l i c s  
mine )  . 

B a r t h e s  s p e a k s  m e t a p h o r i c a l l y  i n  t h i s  p a s s a g e  i n  a n  a t t e m p t  

t o  d e s c r i b e  something t h a t  is n o t  p h y s i c a l  o r  f i x a b l e .  Many 

would c a s u a l l y  cal1 t h i s  a  p e r s o n ' s  a u r a .  B a r t h e s  a l s o  c a l l s  

it a n  " i n t r a c t a b l e  supp l emen t  o f  i d e n t i t y "  (log), and I must 



a g r e e  t h a t  there is s o m e t h i n g  o u t s i d e  of wha t  c a n  be 

d e s c r i b e d  i n  t e r m s  o f  i d e n t i t y .  However, 1 d o  n o t  agree t h a t  

o n l y  p h o t o g r a p h s  t h a t  p r o f f e r  t h i s  a i r  h a v e  v a l u e ,  n o r  a m  1 

c o n v i n c e d  t h a t  t h i s  air i s  n o t  e x p e r i e n c e d  as  a  r e s u l t  of 

t h e  v i e w e r ' s  desire (as 1 h a v e  e x p l a i n e d  i n  c h a p t e r  1). 

However, h e r e  1 am i n t e r e s t e d  i n  what 1 p e r c e i v e  t o  be  a  

s t r o n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tween B a r t h e s ' s  me taphor  o f  a t e m p o r a l  

u m b i l i c a l  cord t h a t  c o n n e c t s  him t o  t h e  body and s o u 1  o f  t h e  

one  p i c t u r e d  i n  c e r t a i n  p h o t o g r a p h s ,  and P r o u s t ' s  

d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  work ings  o f  t h e  p u b l i c  t e l e p h o n e  w h i c h  

b r i n g s  him c l o s e  t o  h i s  g r a n d m o t h e r  i n  a  way h e  h a s  n e v e r  

p r e v i o u s l y  e x p e r i e n c e d .  

P r o u s t ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  s t a r t s  w i t h  a l o n g  a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  

i n v i s i b l e  and  almost m a g i c a l  w o r k i n g s  of t h e  t e l e p h o n e  

sys tern .  P r o u s t ' s  n a r r a t o r  e x p l a i n s  t h e  p r o c e s s  of p l a c i n g  a 

c a l 1  a s :  

. . .  a d m i r a b l e  s o r c e r y  whereby  a few moments a re  
enough t o  b r i n g  b e f o r e  u s ,  i n v i s i b l e  b u t  p r e s e n t ,  
t h e  p e r s o n  t o  whom we w i s h  t o  s p e a k ,  a n d  who, 
w h i l e  s t i l l  s i t t i n g  a t  h i s  t a b l e  i n  t h e  town i n  
which  h e  l i v e s  [ . . . ]  f i n d s  h i m s e l f  transported 
hundreds  of miles ( h e  and a l 1  t h e  s u r r o u n d i n g s  i n  
which  h e  r e m a i n s  immured) w i t h i n  r e a c h  of o u r  e a r ,  
a t  t h e  p r e c i s e  moment w h i c h  o u r  f a n c y  h a s  
o r d a i n e d .  And w e  a re  l i k e  t h e  p e r s o n  i n  t h e  f a i r y -  
t a l e  for whom a s o r c e r e s s ,  a t  h i s  e x p r e s s  w i s h ,  
c o n j u r e s  u p ,  i n  a supernatural light, h i s  
g randmother  or  h i s  b e t r o t h e d  i n  t h e  a c t  o f  t u r n i n g  
o v e r  a book,  o f  s h e d d i n g  t e a r s ,  of  g a t h e r i n g  
f l o w e r s ,  close by t h e  s p e c t a t o r  and y e t  v e r y  f a r  
away, i n  t h e  p l a c e  w h e r e  she a c t u a l l y  is a t  t h e  
moment. ( 1 3 4 ,  i t a l i c s  m i n e )  

1 w i l l  b e g i n  by s p e c u l a t i n g  on  t h e  meaning o f  t h i s  

supernatural light which does n o t  p r e s e n t  a copy ,  b u t  

m a g i c a l l y  p r o d u c e s  t h e  l o v e d  o n e  a t  t h e  same moment s h e  i s  

busy  e l s e w h e r e .  S h e  is b o t h  f a r  away and p r e s e n t  



s imu l t aneous ly  , a t  t h e  wish o f  t h e  n a r r a t o r  . Kowever, t h i s  

d i s t a n c e  i s  s p a t i a l ,  u n l i k e  t h e  tempora l  d i s t a n c e  c r o s s e d  by 

o l d  photographs .  The r i n g i n g  o f  a phone s t o p s  everyday  l i f e  

i n  much t h e  same way a s  a photograph,  b u t  i n  some ways t h e  

i n t e r r u p t e d  moment remains c l o s e r  t o  ' r e a l  l i f e '  t h a n  a  

photograph,  which o f f e r s  o n l y  a mute, irnmovable p o s e ,  

d e s p i t e  t h e  o r i g i n a l  a c t i o n s  o f  model. S t i l l ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  

' normal ' freedom o f  movement, t h e  t e l e p h o n e  r i n g  f o r c e s  a 

momentary detachment  from l i f e .  P r o u s t ' s  n a r r a t o r  can  c a l 1  

f o r t h ,  because  o f  t h i s  t echnology ,  n o t  j u s t  a p e r s o n ' s  

vo i ce ,  b u t  a l s o  " a l 1  t h e  su r round ings  i n  which he  remains  

imrnured." The v o i c e  a t  the o t h e r  end of  t h e  l i n e  b r i n g s  w i th  

it, th rough  t h e  phone l i n e ,  an  image t h a t  supplements  i t .  

Perhaps t h i s  supernatural light produces  p r e s e n c e  

through absence :  h i s  grandmother ' s  v o i c e ,  a l t hough  ve ry  

p r e s e n t  t o  t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  i s  only h e r  v o i c e ,  and so marks t h e  

absence of  t h e  rest o f  h e r .  A s  such  it is  a magica l  force 

s i m i l a r  t o  B a r t h e s ' s  l u m i n o u s  shadow which t r a n s f o r m s  t h e  

photographic  pape r ,  which is i t s e l f  a  marker  of  a b s e n c e  ( t h e  

absence o f  t h e  photographic  s u b j e c t ) ,  i n t o  a  d i f f e r e n t  form 

of p re sence .  The power of t h e  t e l e p h o n e  is i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  

connect  peop le  a t  g r e a t e r  d i s t a n c e s  t h a n  t h e y  c o u l d  normally 

comrnunicate, b u t  it a l s o  changes  t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e i r  

p r e sence .  S i m i l a r l y ,  a photograph f a c i l i t a t e s  c o n n e c t i o n s  

w i t h  t h e  d i s t a n t  p a s t ,  which becomes accessible because 

photographs a r e  an  ' \emanationU of t h a t  p a s t  r e a l i t y g  

( B a r t h e s ,  88 ) . The magic, i n  b o t h  t h e s e  i n s t a n c e s ,  is i n  t h e  

way t h e s e  t e c h n o l o g i e s  change t h e  l i m i t s  o f  the media ted  

9 Although 1 do not accept Barthes's idea as scientific fact ,  1 cannot 
dismiss it. 1 know that the ~ h o t o g r a p h i c  negative does record reflected 
light, but the paper print cannot contact any of the original 
reflections or emanations. Still, when Barthes States that the 
photograph is not a copy of reality, 1 must agree to some extent. Al1 
understanding of context and intention aside, 1 believe that a 
photograph is both a copy and an emanation of past reality, not the 
original, but a trace. 



s u b j e c t ,  c r e a t i n g  a more f l u i d  body.  They  create t h i s  

f l u i d i t y  by  f a c i l i t a t i n g  a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  presence o f  

t h e  mediated s u b j e c t ' s  body,  t h r o u g h  i t s  a b s e n c e .  T h i s  f l u i d  

body m i g h t  a lso  be t h o u g h t  o f  as a g h o s t  w h i c h  h a u n t s  o n l y  

t h o s e  who c a n  see i t s  i l l u s o r y  fo rm.  T h e s e  t e c h n o l o g i e s  also 

a c c o m p l i s h  a d i f f e r e n t  t y p e  o f  s h i f t  i n  t h e  s u b j e c t ' s  

p e r c e p t i o n  by  s u p p l y i n g  f r a g m e n t e d  o p t i c a l  o r  a u r a 1  

i n f o r m a t i o n .  T h i s  i n f o r m a t i o n  compe l s  a r e c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  

t h e  s u b j e c t ' ç  h a b i t u a 1  p e r c e p t i o n .  

A s  f a r  a s  P r o u s t ' s  n a r r a t o r  is  c o n c e r n e d ,  the t e l e p h o n e  

r e c e i v e r  ( t h e  p h y s i c a l  a p p a r a t u s )  i s  o n l y  a " l i f e l e s s  p i e c e  

o f  wood." I t  is  t h e  t e l e p h o n e  o p e r a t o r s ,  ' t h e  A l l - P o w e r f u l ,  

b y  whose i n t e r v e n t i o n  t h e  a b s e n t  rise up a t  o u r  s i d e ,  [ . . . ] 

handmaidens  o f  t h e  M y s t e r y ,  t h e  umbrageous  p r i e s t e s s e s  o f  

t h e  I n v i s i b l e ,  t h e  Young L a d i e s  o f  t h e  T e l e p h o n e , "  who 

a n i m a t e ,  t h r o u g h  t h e i r  a l m o s t  m y t h i c  s k i f l ,  t h e  " a p p a r i t i o n s  

t o  which  o u r  ears a l o n e  are u n s e a l e d "  ( 1 3 4 ) .  I t  i s  w o r t h  

p o i n t i n g  o u t  t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  was n o t  a l o n e ,  as 

t h e  o p e r a t o r s  t h e m s e l v e s  w e r e  a l w a y s  l i s t e n i n g ,  much l i k e  

t h e  anonyrnous p h o t o g r a p h e r  who is t h e  i n v i s i b l e  mediator 

be tween  you a n d  t h e  l o v e d  o n e  you  p r i v a t e l y  g a z e  a t  i n  y o u r  

w a l l e t .  T h e s e  a re  t h e  u n s e e n ,  y e t  p o w e r f u l  a n d  a b s o l u t e l y  

n e c e s s a r y  a g e n t s  who make t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  p o s s i b l e .  

B u t ,  a t  o n e  p o i n t  i n  t h i s  p a s s a g e  t h e  ' l i f e l e s s  p i e c e  

o f  wood" becomes a " v o c i f e r o u s  s t u m p . "  Wan t ing  d e s p e r a t e l y  

t o  t a l k  w i t h  h i s  g r a n d m o t h e r ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  p i c k s  u p  t h e  

r e c e i v e r  a n d  h e a r s  some unknown v o i c e  b a b b l i n g  i n c e s s a n t l y ,  

o b l i v i o u s  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  there was nobody (who c a r e d )  t o  

answer  i t .  H e  s p e a k s  o f  t h e  p h o n e  c h a t t e r i n g  c o n v u l s i v e l y  

and o f  h i s  r e p e a t e d  a t t e m p t s  t o  s i l e n c e  i t .  Here 1 a m  

i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  P r o u s t  d r a w s  b e t w e e n  t h e  

l o v e d ,  a n t i c i p a t e d  v o i c e  h e  y e a r n s  f o r ,  w h i c h  is  a n i m a t e d  b y  



a n  i n v i s i b l e  mysterious force i n  order t o  e x i s t  f o r  o n l y  

h i m ,  and t h e  a n n o y i n g  chatter which a n i m a t e s  t h e  phone  i n  a 

d i f f e r e n t ,  less p e r s o n a l  way. H e  makes a n  a n a l o g y  t o  a  

p u p p e t ,  wh ich  is p r e s u r n a b l y  m a n i p u l a t e d  by  a n o t - s o - p o w e r f u l  

o r  r n y s t e r i o u s ,  human p u p p e t e e r .  T h e  c o m i c a l  v o i c e  which  

r e a c h e s  o u t  t o  a n o n - e x i s t e n t  o t h e r  c o u l d  j u s t  as  e a s i l y  

h a v e  been i n v o l v e d  i n  a p r i v a t e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  a c a r i n g  

c o u n t e r - p a r t ,  so 1 assume t h a t  it is  a n  i l l u s t r a t i o n  of t h e  

p u b l i c ,  mundane side of t e l e p h o n y .  I t  c a n  a l s o  b e  s e e n  as  a 

r e m i n d e r  t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t o r  c o u l d  h a v e  e a s i l y  missed h i s  

r e v e l a t o r y  e n c o u n t e r  w i t h  h i s  g r a n d m o t h e r .  

1 see t h i s  passage c o r r e s p o n d i n g  t o  Bar thes ' s  

d i s t i n c t i o n  be tween  the p h o t o g r a p h s  t h a t  exist f o r  him 

p r i v a t e l y ,  a n d  o t h e r  p u b l i c  images t h a t  are o n l y  a n n o y a n c e s .  

I n  B a r t h e s ' s  p h o t o g r a p h s ,  t h e  d e a f e n i n g  n o i s e  o f  images  t h a t  

b e l o n g  t o  t h e  m a s s  media t r a n s f o r r n  i n t o  a b u r n i n g  s i l e n c e  

( 9 8 ) .  T h i s  s i l e n c e  e x i s t s  w i t h i n  t h e  image ,  b u t  m u s t  a l so  b e  

a f f e c t e d  t h r o u g h  a n  e f f o r t  o n  B a r t h e s ' s  part t o  i g n o r e  or go 

beyond t h e  semiotic " t o  S a y  n o t h i n g ,  t o  s h u t  [ h i s ]  e y e s ,  t o  

a l l o w  t h e  d e t a i l  t o  r ise  o f  i t s  own a c c o r d  i n t o  a f f e c t i v e  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s "  (55). What is  common to b o t h  P r o u s t  a n d  

B a r t h e s  i s  t h e  effect t h a t  t h e  t e c h n o l o g i c a l l y  m e d i a t e d  

s u b j e c t  ( d i f f e r e n t  from t h e  o r i g i n a l )  h a s  o n  t h e  

v i e w e r / c o n v e r s a n t .  T h i s  seems t o  o c c u r  t h r o u g h  a n  o p e n n e s s ,  

a c o n n e c t i o n  t h a t  e x i s t s  v e r y  r a r e l y  i f  a t  a l l ,  and  d e p e n d s  

o n  t h e  a p e r s o n a l  i n v e s t m e n t  i n  t h e  mediated s u b j é c t .  

I n  'Some M o t i f s  i n  B a u d e l a i r e ,  " Benjamin  s p e a k s  a b o u t  

t h i s  idea o f  an animated space t h a t  e x i s t s  b e t w e e n  t h e  

m e d i a t e d  s u b j e c t  a n d  the ' real '  s u b j e c t .  His e m p h a s i s  h e r e  

is  on v i s u a l ,  i n t e r s u b j e c t i v e  c o n t a c t :  " E x p e r i e n c e  of t h e  

a u r a  t h u s  rests o n  t h e  t r a n s p o s i t i o n  o f  a r e s p o n s e  common i n  

human r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t o  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  t h e  



i n a n i m a t e  o r  n a t u r a l  o b j e c t  a n d  man. The  pexson w e  l o o k  a t ,  

o r  who f e e l s  he  i s  b e i n g  l o o k e d  a t ,  l o o k s  a t  u s  i n  t u r n .  To 

p e r c e i v e  t h e  a u r a  o f  a n  o b j e c t  w e  l o o k  a t  means t o  i n v e s t  it 

w i t h  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  l o o k  a t  u s  i n  r e t u r n "  ( 1 9 8 8 ,  1 8 8 ) .  I n  a 

n o t e  a b o u t  t h i s  investment h e  w r i t e s  t h a t  ' [ t l h i s  endowment 

is a w e l l s p r i n g  o f  p o e t r y .  Wherever  a  human b e i n g ,  a n  

a n i m a l ,  or  a n  i n a n i m a t e  o b j e c t  t h u s  endowed b y  t h e  p o e t  

l i f t s  up i ts  e y e s ,  it draws him i n t o  t h e  d i s t a n c e .  The  gaze 

o f  n a t u r e  t h u s  awakened dreams and p u l l s  t h e  p o e t  a f t e r  i t s  

dream" ( n l ï ,  2 0 0 )  . T o  e x p e r i e n c e  t h e  a u r a  o f  a t h i n g  is t o  

u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  the d i s t a n c e  associated w i t h  it is o n e  o f  

t i m e  ( i n  t h e  s e n s e  o f  a d i s s o l u t i o n  o f  r a t i o n a l ,  l i n e a r  

t i m e ) ,  a s  w e l l  as  o n e  o f  s p a t i a l  d i s t a n c e .  

T o  breathe t h e  a u r a  of a d i s t a n t  t h i n g  (to share 

physically w i t h  it t h r o u g h  i ts  a u r a ,  as  Benjamin describes 

t h e  e x p e r i e n c e ) ,  is s e e m i n g l y  c o n t i n g e n t  o n  i n v e s t i n g  it 

w i t h  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  l o o k  back a n d  a l l o w i n g  it a s u b j e c t i v i t y  

o f  i ts  own. B y  l o o k i n g  back it draws t h e  s u b j e c t  i n t o  a 

s p a c e  where  new rneanings a r e  c r e a t e d  i n  an i n t e r s u b j e c t i v e  

exchange .  H o w e v e r ,  t h a t  exchange  is  a l w a y s  d e v e l o p e d  a t  a  

p s y c h o l o g i c a l ,  a s  w e l l  as a real  d i s t a n c e  b e c a u s e  t h e  

a u r a t i c  s u b  j ect i s  a l w a y s  i n a c c e ~ s i b l e ' ~  ( "The e s s e n t i a l l y  

d i s t a n t  o b j e c t  i s  t h e  u n a p p r o a c h a b l e  o n e .  [ . . . ]  T r u e  t o  i t s  

n a t u r e  it r e m a i n s  ' d i s t a n t ,  however close it may bel" 

( 2 4 3 ) . )  A t h i n g  endowed w i t h  s u b j e c t i v i t y  must  h a v e  a k i n d  

of  autonomy, t h e r e  mus t  be a  s e p a r a t i o n  be tween t h e  v i e w e r  

and t h i s  s u b j e c t .  I n  o r d e r  t o  be a f f e c t e d  by  t h i s  endowed 

s u b j e c t ,  t he  v i e w e r  must  p e r c e i v e  it a s  o u t s i d e  of h e r s e l f ,  

a s  s e p a r a t e ,  d i s t a n t .  Only t h e n  c a n  a  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o r  a n  

exchange  t a k e  p l a c e .  B a r t h e s ' s  m o t h e r ,  i n  t h e  Winter Garden 

Photograph, is a l w a y s  ( n o  m a t t e r  how t i g h t l y  he g r a s p s  t h e  

10 Kaja Silverman discusses Benjamin's aura in relation to the ethical 
value of this always distant intersubjective exchange in her chapter 
"Political Ecstasy, " in The Threshold of the V i s i b l e  World, pp .  93-104. 



image)  removed from him. T h i s  i s  t r u e  because of ,  a n d  n o t  

d e s p i t e ,  t h e  fact t h a t  s h e  a f f e c t s  h i m .  H e  would n o t  want t o  

h o l d  so t i g h t  or corne so close t o  a n  image t h a t  did n o t  

a f f e c t  him i n  s u c h  a way. 

T h i s  space  o f  i n t e r s u b j e c t i v e  f a n t a s y ,  b r o u g h t  on  by 

t h e  c r e a t i o n  o r  acknowledgment o f  t h e  a u r a  i s  w h o l l y  

d e p e n d e n t  o n  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h e  s p e c t a t o r  h a s  t o  t h e  

s u b j e c t .  I t  is a l s o  s e e m i n g l y  d e p e n d e n t  o n  t e c h n o l o g i e s  t h a t  

p r o d u c e  p r e s e n c e  t h r o u g h  a b s e n c e .  B o t h  pho tography  and 

t e l e p h o n y  create f ragmented  p e r c e p t i o n s  t h a t  f o r c e  a 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l  d i s t a n c e .  P r o u s t ' s  n a r r a t o r  f e e l s  a n  

e x a g g e r a t e d  d i s t a n c e  be tween his g r a n d m o t h e r  and  h i m s e l f  

because t h e  t e c h n o l o g y  makes h e r  ' a p p e a r '  s o  close a t  t h e  

p r e c i s e  p o i n t  a t  which s h e  i s  u n r e a c h a b l e .  These  c o n d u i t s  

e f f e c t  a  s p a t i a l  and  t e m p o r a l  e x p a n s e  ( c o n s t r u c t e d  t h r o u g h  

t h e  v e r y  a c t  of b r i d g i n g )  which  is s e e m i n g l y  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  a  

s u b j e c t i v i t y  t o  b e  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  m e d i a t e d  s u b j e c t .  

When P r o u s t ' s  n a r r a t o r  f i n a l l y  c o n n e c t s  w i t h  h i s  

g r a n d m o t h e r ,  who h a s  been t r y i n g  t o  t e l e p h o n e  hirn f rom 

P a r i s ,  he  i s  a s t o n i s h e d  t o  d i s c o v e r  t h a t  h e a r i n g  h e r  v o i c e  

s e p a r a t e d  f rom h e r  body is a new a n d  d i f f e r e n t  e x p e r i e n c e .  

H e  d i s c o v e r s  t w o  t h i n g s :  t h a t  h e r  v o i c e  sounds  s w e e t e r  and 

more s o r r o w f u l  t h a n  he had p r e v i o u s l y  r e a l i z e d  when s p e a k i n g  

t o  h e r  i n  p e r s o n ,  and t h a t  h e  f e e l s  d i f f e r e n t l y  t o w a r d s  h e r  

b e c a u s e  her p r e s e n c e  on t h e  t e l e p h o n e  marks  a n  a b s e n c e  - -  
t h e  a b s e n c e  o f  t h e i r  e v e r y d a y  l i f e  t o g e t h e r .  

Y . . I  h e a r d  t h a t  v o i c e  which  1 m i s t a k e n l y  t h o u g h t  
1 knew s o  w e l l ;  for always u n t i l  t h e n ,  e v e r y  t i m e  
t h a t  my g randmother  h a d  t a l k e d  t o  me, 1 had b e e n  
accus tomed  t o  f o l l o w  w h a t  s h e  s a id  o n  t h e  o p e n  
score of ber face, i n  w h i c h  t h e  eyes f i g u r e d  s o  
l a r g e l y ;  b u t  h e r  v o i c e  i t s e l f  1 w a s  h e a r i n g  t h i s  
a f t e r n o o n  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e .  And b e c a u s e  t h a t  
voice a p p e a r e d  t o  m e  t o  h a v e  a l t e r e d  i n  its 
p r o p o r t i o n s  from t h e  moment t h a t  it w a s  a w h o l e ,  
[ . . . ]  1 d i s c o v e r e d  f o r  t he  f i r s t  t i m e  how s w e e t  



t h a t  v o i c e  was; [ . . . ]  h a v i n g  it a l o n e  b e s i d e  m e ,  
seen w i t h o u t  t h e  mask of h e r  f a c e ,  1 n o t i c e d  i n  it 
for t h e  first t i m e  t h e  s o r r o w  t h a t  had  c r a c k e d  it 
i n  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  a l i f e t i m e .  

W a s  it, however ,  s o l e l y  t h e  v o i c e  t h a t ,  b e c a u s e  
it was a l o n e  gave m e  t h i s  new i m p r e s s i o n  which  
to re  my h e a r t ?  N o t  a t  a l l ;  [ . . . ] The  commands o r  
p r o h i b i t i o n s  which  s h e  c o n s t a n t l y  a d d r e s s e d  t o  m e  
i n  t h e  o r d i n a r y  c o u r s e  of l i f e ,  t h e  t e d i u m  o f  
o b e d i e n c e  o r  t h e  £ i r e  of r e b e l l i o n  which  
n e u t r a l i z e d  t h e  a f f e c t i o n  t h a t  1 f e l t  f o r  h e r ,  
w e r e  a t  t h i s  moment e l i m i n a t e d  [...]"(135-36). 

The  n a r r a t o r  f i r s t  n o t i c e s  how d i f f e r e n t  h i s  

g r a n d m o t h e r ' s  v o i c e  seems a s  a f r a g m e n t  o f  h e r  who le  b e i n g .  

H e  ca l l s  h e r  f a c e ,  which h e  i s  v e r y  used t o  s e e i n g ,  " a n  open  

score." A l t h o u g h  it presumably  h o l d s  no  secrets for him, h e  

l a t e r  r e f e r s  t o  it as  a mask,  I n  my o p i n i o n ,  t h i s  

c o n t r a d i c t i o n  relates t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  who h a s  

a lways  e n c o u n t e r e d  h i s  g r a n d r n o t h e r ' s  voice i n  p e r s o n  (where  

h e r  v o i c e  w a s  o b s c u r e d  by h e r  b o d y ) ,  now e n c o u n t e r s  her 

v o i c e  a s  a n  a p p a r i t i o n ,  a s u b s t a n c e  w i t h o u t  form. T h i s  is 

n o t  j u s t  a g h o s t l y  murmur, b u t  i s  a p r e s e n c e  'seen' b y  t h e  

n a r r a t o r  who f i n a l l y  n o t i c e s  t h e  cracks i n  h i s  g r a n d m o t h e r ' s  

v o i c e .  Here w e  are p r e s e n t e d  w i t h  a s u b s t a n c e  w i t h o u t  form, 

which c a n  n e v e r t h e l e s s  b e  s e e n ,  a l 1  o f  w h i c h  leads m e  back 

t o  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h  a n d  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  a b s e n c e .  P e r h a p s  o n l y  

by i s o l a t i n g  t h e  f r a g m e n t  ( i n  t h e  case o f  p h o t o g r a p h y ,  t h e  

v i s u a l ,  f o r  t e l e p h o n y ,  t h e  voice) c a n  o n e  a p p r e h e n d  t h e  

' t r u t h "  of t h e  s u b j e c t .  A t  t h i s  p o i n t  it i s  w o r t h  r e c a l l i n g  

B a r t h e s ' s  n o t i o n  of t h e  air o f  t h e  s u b j e c t ,  which h o l d s  i t s  

i n d i v i d u a l  e s s e n c e ,  and  is  c o n n e c t e d  t e n u o u s l y  t o  t h e  body 

by a n  u m b i l i c a l  cord which is t h e  p h o t o g r a p h  ( o r  p e r h a p s  t h e  

t e l e p h o n e  c a b l e  w h i c h  r u n s  f r o m  P a r i s  t o  ~ o n c i e r e s " ) .  A t  

11 In the context of awaiting a cal1 from his grandrnother in Paris, 
Proust writes of a 'miracle' which is the voice of a loved one on the 
telephone: "A real presence, perhaps, that voice that seemed so near--in 
actual separation! But a premonition also of an eternal separation!" 
(135). The miracle cornes in the transposition of real with imagined 



o n e  p o i n t  B a r t h e s  describes al1 t h e  images of h i s  mothe r  

which  lead him t o  t h e  Winter Garden Photograph as 'a l i t t l e  

l i k e  s o  many masks , "  b e r  body i n  t h o s e  i m a g e s  d i d  n o t h i n g  

m o r e  t h a n  h i d e  what  it was t h a t  h e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  h i s  

m o t h e r  ( 1 0 9 )  . However, i n  t h e  Winter Garden Pho tograph ,  t h e  

p r e s e n c e  o f  t h e  air o f  h i s  rnother  a l l o w s  h im t o  see n o t  j u s t  

he r  as a c h i l d ,  b u t  an  a g e l e s s  v i s i o n  of h e r  which  c o e x i s t s  

w i t h  t h e  f a c e  t h a t  h e  h a d  known t h r o u g h o u t  h i s  l i f e  ( 1 0 9 ) .  

Whereas P r o u s t r  s n a r r a t o r  n o t i c e s  time a n d  i t s  ominous 

e f f e c t s ,  B a r t h e s ,  f o r  whom t i m e  is  o v e r  ( " a t  t h e  end of this 

f i r s t  d e a t h ,  rny own d e a t h  i s  i n s c r i b e d ;  b e t w e e n  t h e  t w o  

n o t b i n g  m o r e  t h a n  w a i t i n g "  93), f o c u s e s  o n  w h a t  can  

t r a n s v e r s e  a l i f e t i m e ,  a n d  o u t l i v e  it. N e i t h e r  he n o r  P r o u s t  

s p e a k  a b o u t  memory i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  p h o t o g r a p h y ,  a n d ,  i n  f a c t ,  

b o t h  f e e l  t h a t  it b l o c k s  m e m o r y  ( B a r t h e s  6 3 ,  9 1 ) .  I t  is n o t  

memory t h a t  i n h a b i t s  t h e s e  t e c h n o l o g i e s ,  b u t  g h o s t s  ( t h i s  i s  

h i s  m o t h e r r s  air, t h i s  is t h e  murmuring,  a n d  d i s e m b o d i e d  

v o i c e  o f  P r o u s t ' s  a n x i e t y - r i d d e n  f a n t a s y ) .  1 u s e  t h e  t e r m  

g h o s t  t o  describe a phenomena t h a t  e x t e n d s  t h e  subject 

beyond t h e i r  t e m p o r a l  a n d  s p a t i a l  l i m i t s ,  c r e a t i n g  a n  

e x i s t e n c e  t h a t  i s  d e p e n d e n t  o n  h a u n t i n g .  B a r t h e s  u s e s  a  more 

r e l i g i o u s  m e t a p h o r ,  s t a t i n g  t h a t  p h o t o g r a p h y  %as s o m e t h i s q  

t o  do w i t h  r e s u r r e c t i o n , "  i n  t h a t  it d o e s  n o t  r eca l l  t h e  

p a s t ,  b u t  is  " r e a l i t y  i n  a p a s t  s t a t e "  ( 8 2 )  . 

R e t u r n i n g  t o  P r o u s t ,  1 w a n t  t o  e x p l o r e  t h e  n a r r a t o r r s  

t h o u g h t  t h a t  h i s  v iew o f  h i s  g r a n d m o t h e r  has changed ( h e r  

voice seems s w e e t e r ) .  T h i s  c h a n g e  o c c u r s  b e c a u s e  h e  r e a l i z e s  

t h a t  t h e y  no l o n g e r  h a v e  t h a t  h a b i t u a 1  d a i l y  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

w h i c h  t e n d e d  t o  n e u t r a l i z e  h i s  a f f e c t i o n  f o r  h e r .  T h i s  new 

v i e w  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  t e l e p h o n e  creates a s e p a r a t e  s p a c e  

distance, i n  t h e  a n x i e t y  h e  felt at t h e  e v e n t u a l  death of his l o v e d  one, 
t h e  murmuring v o i c e  on t h e  t e l e p h o n e  ~ecomes  t h e  r e t u r n i n g  s p i r i t ,  o n l y  
partially p r e s e n t  a n d  always u n r e a c h a b l e .  



where  o n e  c a n  see l i f e  d i f f e r e n t l y  from a d i s t a n c e .  T h e  

e t h e r e a l  moment o f  t h e  t e l e p h o n e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  s t i l l s  

e v e r y d a y  t i m e ,  b r i n g i n g  t h e  n a r r a t o r  e m o t i o n a l l y  c l o s e r  t o  

h i s  g randmothe r .  l2 

"Granny! 1 cried t o  h e r ,  Granny!  and  1 l o n g e d  
t o  kiss h e r ,  b u t  1 had b e s i d e  m e  o n l y  t h e  v o i c e ,  a 
phantom as i m p a l p a b l e  as t h e  o n e  t h a t  would  
p e r h a p s  corne back t o  m e  when my g r a n d m o t h e r  w a s  
d e a d .  'Speak t o  me!' B u t  t h e n ,  s u d d e n l y ,  1 ceased 
t o  h e a r  t h e  v o i c e ,  and was l e f t  even  more a l o n e .  
. . .  I t  seemed t o  m e  as t h o u g h  it w a s  a l r e a d y  a 
b e l o v e d  g b o s t  t h a t  1 had a l l o w e d  t o  lose h e r s e l f  
i n  t h e  g h o s t l y  w o r l d ,  a n d ,  s t a n d i n g  a l o n e  before 
t h e  i n s t r u m e n t ,  1 went  on  v a i n l y  r e p e a t i n g :  
'Granny! Granny! ' as Orpheus ,  l e f t  a l o n e ,  r e p e a t s  
t h e  name o f  h i s  dead w i f e . "  ( 1 3 7 )  

I t  is  n o t  s o m e t h i n g  i n  h e r  v o i c e  b u t  t h e  g h o s t l y  p r e s e n c e  of 

it w i t h i n  ' t h e  i n s t r u m e n t f  t h a t  creates t h i s  p r e m o n i t i o n  of 

h i s  g r a n d m o t h e r ' s  immanent d e a t h .  T h i s  small madness  o c c u r s  

b e c a u s e  ' t h e  i n s t r u m e n t '  b r i n g s  h i s  g r a n d m o t h e r  c l o s e  t o  him 

a n d  t h e n  wrenches  h e r  away.  H i s  a n g u i s h  s p u r s  a memory f rom 

t h e  d i s t a n t  p a s t  o f  t h e  a n g u i s h  h e  f e l t  o n c e  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  

h e r  as a c h i l d .  T h i s  i n  t u r n  makes him i m a g i n e  a  f u t u r e  

a n g u i s h  when, on h e r  d e a t h b e d ,  h e  w i l l  n o t  b e  a u d i b l e  t o  

h e r .  L i k e  Orpheus ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  is  c a u g h t ,  a t  t h a t  moment, 

f o r e v e r  c a l l i n g  o u t  i n  a l o o p  o f  p r i v a t e  t o r m e n t  and  

f r u s t r a t i o n .  S i m i l a r l y  B a r t h e s  w r i t e s  a b o u t  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h  

o f  his m o t h e r  as a c h i l d :  " . . .  1 t e l l  m y s e l f :  s h e  is g o i n g  t o  

d i e :  1 s h u d d e r ,  l i k e  W i n n i c o t t ' s  p s y c h o t i c  p a t i e n t ,  o v e r  a 

c a t a s t r o p h e  which  h a s  a l r e a d y  o c c u r r e d .  Whether  o r  n o t  t h e  

s u b j e c t  is  a l r e a d y  d e a d ,  e v e r y  p h o t o g r a p h  is t h i s  

12 T h i s  t ies  i n  w i t h  rny e x p l o r a t i o n  o f  B e n j a m i n ' s  c o n c e p t  of now- t ime  
w h i c h  1 t a k e  up i n  d e t a i l  i n  c h a p t e r  1. Here 1 would j u s t  l i k e  t o  b r i n g  
u p  t h e  idea  t h a t  a n  arrest, a momentary s t i l l i n g  of t h e  e v e r y d a y ,  is 
a c t u a l l y  n e c e s s a r y  t o  a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t .  This arrest c a n  
o c c u r  t h r o u g h  t h e  acknowledgment  o f  a n  i m a g e  t h a t  cornes up frorn t h e  
p a s t ,  b u t  a lso 1 t h i n k  it c a n  b e  o c c a s i o n e d  by a s h o c k  t h a t  forces a 
d i f f e r e n t  p e r c e p t i o n .  



c a t a s t r o p h e .  ( 9 6 ) " .  Pe rhaps  e v e r y  t i m e  t h e  t e l e p h o n e  l i n e  

goes  dead ,  t h e  mute n o i s e  on t h e  o t h e r  end is a small d e a t h ,  

a  p remoni t ion  of wha t  will one d a y  have a l r e a d y  o c c u r r e d .  

P r o u s t  d e s c r i b e s ,  i n  t h e  p a s s a g e  t h a t  1 have j u s t  

c o n s i d e r e d ,  what  it is t h a t  a t t r a c t s  m e  t o  pho tographs :  t h e  

f a c t  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  t h e  p r e s e n c e  of absence ,  t h e  c o l l a p s i n g  

o f  t ime ,  t h e  i s o l a t i n g  o f  a f r a g m e n t  t h a t  is c o n t i n g e n t  upon 

b o t h  t h e  p r o c e s s e s  o f  t h e  medium and  t h e  one  who cornes t o  

it. 1 have been d e s c r i b i n g ,  up u n t i l  now, a n  o c c a s i o n  where  

P r o u s t  r e - d i s c o v e r s  h i s  grandrnother ,  and o n e  where B a r t h e s  

f i n d s  h i s  t h e  s p i r i t  o f  h i s  mo the r .  N e i t h e r  of them e x p e c t e d  

these o c c u r r e n c e s ,  a n d  n e i t h e r  is given  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  

ex t end  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  ( e x c e p t  t h r o u g h  n a r r a t i v e ) .  B a r t h e s  is 

c u t  off  by t h e  o p a c i t y  o f  t h e  medium i t s e l f  which can g i v e  

no more t h a n  what  is a v a i l a b l e  a t  f i r s t  s i g h t ,  and P r o u s t ' s  

n a r r a t o r  i s  c u t  s h o r t  when t h e  t e l e p h o n e  l i n e  goes  dead ,  

l e a v i n g  n o t h i n g  b u t  t h e  r i n g i n g  of h e r  v o i c e  i n  h i s  e a r s .  

Both e x p e r i e n c e s  s e e m  de s igned  t o  f r u s t r a t e ,  a s  well as 

r e j u v e n a t e .  

Al though t h e  women i n  rny pho tog raphs  c o u l d  be 

d e s c r i b e d  as s u b s t i t u t i o n s  f o r  m y  mother ,  it i s  no t  q u i t e  s o  

s i m p l e .  Even though  1 am n o t  t r y i n g  t o  r e a c h  h e r  t h rough  

t h e s e  unnamed women, 1 am pe rhaps  t r y i n g  t o  d e s c r i b e  a 

yea rn ing  f o r  h e r .  It i s  n o t  j u s t  a y e a r n i n g  f o r  h e r ,  b u t  

a l s o  a  d e s i r e  t o  b r i n g  fo rward  that which s h o u l d  no t  be  l e f t  

beh ind .  I t  is a f r u s t r a t e d  y e a r n i n g ,  b u t  t h i s  c o n t a i n s  t h e  

u s e f u l  e n e r g y  o f  f r u s t r a t i o n  i t s e l f .  I f  1 do n o t  have a 

Winter Garden Photograph, o r  a p o r t e n t o u s  t e l e p h o n e  

c o n v e r s a t i o n  t o  g u i d e  m e ,  1 do  h a v e  many chance  e n c o u n t e r s  

w i t h  s t r a n g e r s  ( d e v a l u e d  and f o r g o t t e n  women) t h a t  a i d e  my 

a t t e m p t s  t o  u n e a r t h  what  is f o r g o t t e n .  Nothing is remembered 

h e r e ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  tangible effort is  r e p l a y e d ,  



o v e r  and again. My work i s  a n  empty g e s t u r e  p e r h a p s ,  o r  o n e  

t h a t  is t o o  f u l l ,  p r e s e r v i n g  t h e  d i s t a n c e  o f  what  w a s  t h e n ,  

w h i l e  f o r c i b l y  d r a g g i n g  it i n t o  " t h e  now." 

J u s t  a s  P r o u s t ' s  g e s t u r e s  were p l a y e d  o u t  t h r o u g h  a 

t e c h n o l o g y  t h a t  was c o n s i d e r e d  a marvel of  m o d e r n i t y  i n  h i s  

d a y ,  and  B a r t h e s ' s  w e r e  c o n c e n t r a t e d  o n  an  image w h i c h  w a s  

created i n  t h e  e a r l y  y e a r s  o f  p h o t o g r a p h y ,  my g e s t u r e s  are 

i n v e s t e d  i n  a new t e c h n o l o g y .  Working w i t h  a c o m p u t e r  a n d  

s c a n n e r ,  rny g e s t u r e s  g e t  r e c o r d e d ,  s o r t e d  a n d  a p p e a r  before 

my eyes i n  less t h a n  a minute. T h e r e  i s  no n e g a t i v e ,  are no 

d e v e l o p i n g  c h e m i c a l s ,  a n d  no w a i t i n g  t o  see i f  t h e  i m a g e  

'worked'  . T h e r e  i s  a l so  no  image, a t  leas t  n o t  i n  a p h y s i c a l  

s e n s e .  What 1 see on m y  s c r e e n  d o e s  n o t  exist i n  t h e  same 

s e n s e  t h a t  B a r t h e s ' s  p h o t o g r a p h  ex is ted  f o r  h im.  T h e r e  is 

n o t h i n g  f o r  m e  t o  g r a s p ,  no  p h y s i c a l i t y ,  and no direct  

' emana t ion '  o f  the o r i g i n a l .  I n s t e a d ,  what 1 see is a 

r e c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  d a t a ,  a coded series o f  b i n a r y  d i g i t s  

t h a t  1 c a n n o t  comprehend.  T h i s  d i g i t a l  i n f o r m a t i o n  does n o t  

a l i g n  w i t h  wha t  a p p e a r s  b e f o r e  m e :  a s c r e e n  image o f  my 

hands  c l u t c h i n g  a young g i r l  who c o u l d  have  been  my mother 

( fig. 2 )  . T h i s  i l l u s i o n  is, however,  one of t h e  ways t h a t  rny 

t e c h n o l o g y  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  B a r t h e s ' s .  A s  f a r  as  1 a m  c o n c e r n e d  

what 1 see o n  t h e  c o m p u t e r  s c r e e n  is a f a n t a s y ,  a l e a p  o f  

f a i t h ,  a m a g i c a l  a p p a r i t i o n ;  my work i s  p a r t i a l l y  a r e a c t i o n  

t o  t h i s  u n f a t h o m a b l e  r e a l i t y .  

However, b e f o r e  t h e  image a p p e a r s  on  s c r e e n ,  it d o e s  go 

t h r o u g h  a p r o c e s s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  o f  p h o t o g r a p h y .  T h e  

f l a t b e d  s c a n n e r  1 use h a s  a p h o t o - c e 1 1  t h a t  relies o n  

r e f l e c t e d  l i g h t  f rom w h a t e v e r  l i es  o n  t h e  s u r f a c e  o f  t h e  

g l a s s  p l a n e .  A beam o f  l i g h t  r e c o r d s ,  from b e n e a t h  t h e  

g l a s s ,  as  it p a s s e s  s l o w l y  a c r o s s  t h e  s c a n n e r .  There  i s  n o  

l e n s  t h a t  i n s t a n t l y  c a p t u r e s  w h a t e v e r  is w i t h i n  s i g h t ,  o n l y  

what is p r e s s e d  up  a g a i n s t  t h e  s u r f a c e  is  r e c o r d e d .  T h e r e  is 



a l so  no i l l u s i o n i s t i c  deep  s p a c e  o r  ' d e p t h  of f i e l d r  i n  t h e  

images c r e a t e d  by  t h e  s c a n n e r ,  b u t  t h i s  l a c k  of d e p t h  i s  

b a l a n c e d  b y  a n  i n c r e d i b l y  p r e c i s e  r e c o r d i n g  of m i n u t i a e .  

H e r e ,  t h e  a l 1  s e e i n g  e y e  o f  t h e  camera bas been r eworked  

i n t o  s o m e t h i n g  closer t o  a  m i c r o s c o p e .  The  r e s u l t  is a s e n s e  

o f  r e a l i t y  t h a t  is s l i g h t l y  a skew.  I n  my s c a n n e d  images  t h e  

d e t a i l  t a k e s  t h e  p l a c e  of t h e  whole .  A c t u a l l y ,  i n  my images 

t h e  d i f f e r e n t  realit ies of d e t a i l  and  w h o l e  C O - e x i s t .  The 

o l d  p h o t o g r a p h s  1 u s e  depend o n  a n  i l l u s i o n i s t i c  d e e p  s p a c e  

t h a t  is  r e - p r e s e n t e d  by t h e  s c a n n e r  a l o n g s i d e  the d e t a i l s  o f  

my body .  

The s c a n n e r  i t s e l f  does  h a v e  o t h e r ,  i m p o r t a n t  

s imi la r i t i es  t o  t h e  p r o c e s s e s  o f  p h o t o g r a p h y .  The l e n g t h  o f  

t i m e  it t a k e s  f o r  t h e  a p p a r a t u s  t o  p a s s  across m y  p o s e d  

hands  is t h e  d u r a t i o n  t h a t  1 must  h o l d  t h a t  p o s e .  T h i s  pause 

r e v e r s e s  t i m e ,  a n d  1 f i n d  myse l f  h o l d i n g  my b r e a t h  a l o n g s i d e  

t h e  women i n  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h s  1 a p p r o p r i a t e .  But  u n l i k e  t h o s e  

women, who held t h e m s e l v e s  u p r i g h t  and s t i l l  w i t h  

r e s t r a i n i n g  devices, 1 must p r e s s  a g a i n s t  t h e  g l a s s  p l a n e ,  

using t h e  a p p a r a t u s  i t se l f  for s u p p o r t .  T h o s e  women a n d  1 

a l s o  s h a r e  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  n o t  knowing w h a t  it is  t h e  

camera s e e s .  They p o s e ,  hoping t h a t  it c a t c h e s  them a t  t h e i r  

b e s t ,  h o p i n g  t h a t  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h e r  h a s  a c e r t a i n  s k i 1 1  o r  

l u c k  ( a s  B a r t h e s  would have it, and  1 would  add a e s t h e t i c  

s e n s e ) .  My p o s e  is  a l s o  i m p o s s i b l e  f o r  m e  t o  s e e ,  b e c a u s e  it 

g e t s  r e c o r d e d  f r o m  below,  and 1 s t r a i n  t o  i m a g i n e  how it 

w i l l  a p p e a r .  However i n  my case t h e r e  is n o  p h o t o g r a p h e r ,  

t h e  a p p a r a t u s  t h a t  ' c a p t u r e s '  my p o s e  h a s  no  a e s t h e t i c  

s e n s e .  I n  t h e s e  s e l f - p o r t r a i t s  (wha t  else a m  1 t o  cal1 

images made of a n d  by  m y s e l f ) ,  1 r e l y  on  w h a t e v e r  c o n c e p t u a l  

o r  a e s t h e t i c  s e n s e  1 b r i n g  t o  t h e  s e s s i o n ,  and  t h e  c h a n c e  

t h a t  my h a n d s  h a v e  foilnd a 'good '  p o s i t i o n .  

A l t h o u g h  1 have d e f i n e d  t h e s e  images  as s e l f - p o r t r a i t s ,  



1 am not comfortable with this designation. My hands do in 

one sense stand in for my self, but it is the interactions 

that are important here, such as the relationship of past 

and present, and active and passive. 1 am also interested in 

a coming together of different representation models, where 

a standard photo-portrait from one era encounters, in a new 

time, a mode of representation which would have been 

considered unacceptable (or even incomprehensible) in its 

t ime . 

More important than the magical, screen apparitions 

that appear before me, is what 1 am able to do to them. Like 

the photoqraphic technicians of the past, but with more ease 

and a greater range, 1 can modify the reality before m e 1 3 .  

The ease with which 1 am able to rearrange the data at my 

disposa1 leads me to question traditional understandings of 

reality. A digital image can never provide the same 

certainty as the direct "emanation" that had led Barthes to 

invest so much in the Win ter  Garden Photograph. 

Perhaps, despite its visual relationship to 

photography, digital imagery is the antithesis of it. The 

interesting aspect of digital imagery is its inability to 

offer proof. It is not that digital imagery lies or 

misconstrues, but rather that it allows a reconciliation of 

imagination and reality. There is no reason to expect 

veracity in digital imagery because it is not immured in the 

same type of physical reality as photography. Although 1 

appreciate this aspect of the medium, I do not try to create 

an alternative or surrealistic space in my work. Instead, 1 

am interested in the tension between the trace of reality 

13 The fact that this has enomous repercussions for the information 
industry, has been much discussed in relation to digital manipulation of 
press imagery and other images of the mass media. See, for example, 
Geoffrey Batchen, ''Pkantasm: Digital Irnaging and the Death of 
Photography;" Timothy Druckrey, nFrom Dada to Digital: Montage in the 
Twentieth Century;" Kevin Robins, "The Virtual Unconscious In 
Postphotography." 



t h a t  e x i s t s  in o l d  p h o t o g r a p h s  ( p e r h a p s  t h e  l a s t  of a d y i n g  

b r e e d ) ,  a n d  t h e  e l e m e n t  o f  i m p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  cornes w i t h  

d i g i t a l  i m a g e r y .  

What i s  t r u e ,  and wha t  false i n  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  my 

body t o  t h e  b o d i e s  of t h e  women I h o l d ?  1s t h e  now of 

t e c h n o l o g y  more o r  less r e a l  t h a n  t h e  now of t h e  p a s t  i n  o l d  

p h o t o g r a p h s ?  I f  my hands h o l d  t h e  p a s t  in t h e  p r e s e n t ,  t h e n  

what is p a s t  a n d  w h a t  is p r e s e n t  t o  t h e  v i e w i n g  a u d i e n c e  

(who must see b o t h  as p a s t ) ?  Al though I d o n ' t  o f t e n  

m a n i p u l a t e  my images  i n  any obv ious  way ( s i n c e  1 d o n ' t  want  

t o  d i s t rac t  f rom w h a t  i s ,  i n  my mind, a l ready a p r o f o u n d  

t e n s i o n ) ,  1 hope t h a t  these q u e s t i o n s  hang i n  t h e  air 

between rny work and its v i e w e r s .  



fig. 2 



Chapter 3: the present of absence. 

There h a s  never been  a n y o n e  else w i t h  P r o u s t ' s  
a b i l i t y  t o  show u s  t h i n g s ;  P r o u s t ' s  p o i n t i n g  
f i n g e r  is  u n e q u a l e d .  But  there is a n o t h e r  g e s t u r e  
i n  a m i c a b l e  t o g e t h e r n e s s ,  i n  c o n v e r s a t i o n :  
p h y s i c a l  c o n t a c t .  T o  no o n e  is t h i s  g e s t u r e  more  
a l i e n  t h a n  t o  P r o u s t .  H e  c a n n o t  t o u c h  h i s  reader 
e i t h e r ;  he  c o u l d  n o t  do so f o r  a n y t h i n g  i n  t h e  
w o r l d .  

( W a l t e r  Benjamin,  "The  Image o f  P r o u s t , "  
Illuminations, 2 1 2 )  

A l 1  t h e  world ' s p h o t o g r a p h s  f ormed a  l a b y r i n t h  . 1 
knew t h a t  a t  t h e  c e n t e r  of the l a b y r i n t h  I would  
f i n d  n o t h i n g  b u t  t h i s  s o l e  p i c t u r e ,  f u l f i l l i n g  
N i e t z s c h e ' s  p r o p h e c y :  ' A  l a b y r i n t h i n e  man n e v e r  
s e e k s  t h e  t r u t h ,  b u t  o n l y  h i s  A r i a d n e '  . 

( Roland B a r t h e s ,  Camera L u c i d a ,  7 3 ) 

Sometimes,  e v e n  t h o u q h  i ts c a p a c i t y  t o  p o i n t  is 

u n e q u a l e d ,  a  p h o t o g r a p h  does  n o t  t o u c h ,  o r  make i n t i r n a t e  

c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  v i e w e r .  A l t h o u g h  1 a m  making a n  a n a l o g y  

w i t h  Ben jamin ' s  s t a t e r n e n t  a b o u t  P r o u s t ,  1 am n o t  t r y i n g  t o  

imply  t h a t  P r o u s t ' s  w r i t i n g  does n o t  e l i c i t  a s t r o n g  

r e s p o n s e .  1 a m  i n s t e a d  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  t h i s  r e s p o n s e  is 

bound up  w i t h  t h e  act of c o n t e m p l a t i o n .  I n  t h i s  c h a p t e r  1 am 

l o o k i n g  a t  a d i f f e r e n t  a u r a t i c  a s p e c t  o f  p h o t o g r a p h y .  I n  t h e  

rest o f  t h i s  t h e s i s  1 have set u p  the a u r a  a s  a useful and 

p o s i t i v e  r e s u l t  of a dynamic r e l a t i o n s h i p .  I n  t h i s  c h a p t e r  1 

a m  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  explore a n  e q u a l l y  p o w e r f u l  s e v e r i n g  o f  

r e l a t i o n s  be tween t h e  s e l f  and  o t h e r .  T h i s  s e p a r a t i o n  a l s o  

o c c u r s  be tween t h e  s e l f  and  itself, c r e a t i n g  what  I s e e  as a 

v a l u a b l e  d e s t a b i l i z i n g  of t h e  s u b j e c t .  

Many p h o t o g r a p h s  e x i s t  w h i c h ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e y  are of 

e v e r y  i n t e r e s t  t o  t h e  v i e w e r ,  do n o t  wound i n  t h e  B a r t h e s i a n  



s e n s e .  T h e s e  images d o ,  however,  o f f e r  i n s i g h t  which would 

o t h e r w i s e  r e m a i n  h i d d e n .  B a r t h e s  d i s c o v e r s  t h i s  i n  r e l a t i o n  

t o  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  h a v i n g  h i s  p o r t r a i t  t a k e n  by a 

p h o t o g r a p h e r :  

" I n  f r o n t  o f  t h e  l e n s ,  1 am a t  t h e  same tirne: 
t h e  o n e  1 t h i n k  1 a m ,  t h e  one 1 want  o t h e r s  t o  
t h i n k  1 am, t h e  o n e  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h e r  t h i n k s  1 am, 
and t h e  o n e  he makes u s e  o f  t o  e x h i b i t  h i s  a r t .  
[ . . . ]  I n  t e r m s  o f  i m a g e - r e p e r t o i r e ,  t h e  Pho tograph  
( t h e  o n e  1 i n t e n d )  r e p r e s e n t s  t h a t  v e r y  s u b t l e  
moment when, t o  t e l l  t h e  t r u t h ,  1 am n e i t h e r  
s u b j e c t  n o r  object b u t  a s u b  ject  who f e e l s  h e  is 
becoming a n  o b j e c t :  1 t h e n  e x p e r i e n c e  a m i c r o  
v e r s i o n  o f  d e a t h  ( o f  p a r e n t h e s i s ) :  1 am t r u l y  
becoming a s p e c t e r .  ( 1 4 )  

T h i s  pa radox  is p e r h a p s  a n  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  o f  m e c h a n i c a l  

v i s i o n .  The p h o t o g r a p h  p r e s e n t s  B a r t h e s  t o  h i m s e l f ,  b u t  a s  

a n  i n a n i m a t e  image;  a  c o l d  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  i n c a p a b l e  o f  

r e a c h i n g  o u t s i d e  o f  t h e  image. 1 a m  u s i n g  t h e  t e r m  ' c o l d '  t o  

r e f e r  t o  what  d o e s  n o t  i n t e r a c t  w i t h  t h e  v i e w e r  ( B a r t h e s ,  i n  

t h i s  c a s e ) .  C o l d  i n  t h i s  case means t h a t  which does n o t  h a v e  

t h e  a u r a  o f  l i f e ,  o f  s u b j e c t i v i t y .  Sometimes a p h o t o g r a p h  is  

o n l y  a p h o t o g r a p h .  

Dur ing  t h e  t e l e p h o n e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  h i s  g r a n d m o t h e r ,  

P r o u s t ' s  n a r r a t o r  d o e s  n o t  e x p e r i e n c e  t h i s  l a c k  o f  a u r a .  His 

g r a n d m o t h e r f s  a u r a  w a s  n o t ,  i n  f a c t ,  d i m i n i s h e d  by t h e  

t e l e p h o n e ,  b u t  b o l s t e r e d  by t h i s  m y s t e r i o u s  a p p a r a t u s  w h i c h  

modi f i ed  h i s  image of h e r  w i t h o u t  d e s t r o y i n g  i t .  She w a s  

a u r a t i c  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  d i s t a n c e  t h a t  s h e  overcame w i t h  t h e  

a i d  of t e l e p h o n y .  However, it was t h e  mechanism o f  human 

vision i t s e l f  t h a t  p r e s e n t e d ,  for t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  a  c o l d  a n d  

a l i e n  image o f  h i s  g randmother .  A f t e r  t h e i r  t e l e p h o n e  

c o n v e r s a t i o n  he q u i c k l y  r e t u r n s  t o  P a r i s  t o  see h i s  

grandmother  a n d  close t h e  d i s t a n c e  t h a t  had emerged be tween  

them. H i s  f i r s t  s i g h t  of h e r  was a s u d d e n  b u t  f l e e t i n g  



v i s i o n  which  d i d  n o t  render a r e s e m b l a n c e  t o  t h e  o n e  h e  

l o v e d ,  b u t  p r o d u c e d  "a  d e j e c t e d  o l d  woman whom [he] d i d  n o t  

know" ( 1 4 3 ) .  H e  r e l a t e s  t h i s  o c u l a r  u n v e i l i n g  t o  

pho tography ,  s a y i n g  " [ t l h e  p r o c e s s  t h a t  a u t o m a t i c a l l y  

o c c u r r e d  i n  rny e y e s  when I c a u g h t  s i g h t  of my g r a n d m o t h e r  

was i n d e e d  a pho tograph"  ( 1 4 1 - 1 4 2 )  . 1 u s e  the  t e r m  unveiling 

h e r e ,  n o t  t o  refer t o  a 'true' v i s i o n  o f  ' r e a l i t y '  , b u t  o n e  

i n  which s o m e t h i n g  m e a n i n g f u l  h a s  been l o s t .  P r o u s t  l o s t ,  

t h r o u g h  t h i s  m e c h a n i c a l  (human) gaze, a t y p e  of love.  T h i s  

is t h e  l o v e  t h a t  p e r p e t u a l l y  t r a n s l a t e s  t h e  s tor ies  ( t h  

l i v e s )  of l o v e d  o n e s  i n t o  i t s  own l a n g u a g e .  

H e  g o e s  on  t o  c o n t r a s t  t h e  s t i l l i n g  p h o t o g r a p h i c  v i s i o n  

( i n  which t h e r e  a re  no s t o r i e s ,  no f a n t a s i e s )  w i t h  wha t  w e  

h a b i t u a l l y  see when l o o k i n g  a t  l o v e d  o n e s :  

"We n e v e r  see t h e  p e o p l e  who a r e  d e a r  t o  u s  S a v e  
i n  t h e  a n i m a t e d  s y s t e m ,  t h e  p e r p e t u a l  m o t i o n  o f  
o u r  i n c e s s a n t  l o v e  f o r  them,  w h i c h ,  b e f o r e  
a l l o w i n g  the  images t h a t  t n e i r  f a c e s  p r e s e n t  t o  
r e a c h  u s ,  s e i z e s  them i n  i t s  v o r t e x  and  f l i n g s  
them back  upon t h e  i d e a  t h a t  w e  h a v e  a l w a y s  had of 
them, makes them a d h e r e  t o  i t ,  c o i n c i d e  w i t h  it" 
( 1 4 2 ) .  

1s it t h a t ,  f o r  P r o u s t ,  love molds t h e  e x i s t e n c e  of i t s  

o b j e c t ?  The n a r r a t o r  s a y s  t h a t  " e v e r y  h a b i t u a 1  g l a n c e  is  a n  

a c t  o f  necromancy,"  j u s t  as  " e a c h  f a c e  t h a t  we l o v e  [ i s ]  a 

m i r r o r  o f  t h e  p a s t "  ( 1 4 2 ) .  P e r h a p s  t h i s  l o v i n g  g a z e  a c t u a l l y  

i n h i b i t s  t h e  l i f e  o f  its objec t .  Can what  is s e e n  i n  t h e  

p a s t ,  s e e n  a s  t h e  p a s t ,  e x i s t  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  i n  t h e  p r e s e n t ?  

Yes,  b u t  o n l y  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  i t s  p a s t n e s s ,  a n d  t o  t h e  o n e  

who sees and creates i t .  I f  the  e v e r y d a y  a c t  of l o o k i n g  a t  a 

l o v e d  o n e  is s u f f u s e d  w i t h  a rnag ica l  f o r c e  s t r o n g  enough  t o  

s u s t a i n  o r  recreate t h e  p a s t ,  t h e n  w h a t  g i f t s  can t e c h n o l o g y  

b r i n g  t o  t h a t  v i s i o n ?  

I n  t h e  cold l i g h t  o f  p h o t o g r a p h i c  v i s i o n ,  t h e  

n a r r a t o r t s  g r a n d m o t h e r  is  mornen ta r i ly  r i p p e d  f r o m  t h e  p a s t  



( f r o m  h i s  i d e a l  o f  h e r ,  h i s  l o v e  f o r  h e r ) .  I n  a  s e n s e  s h e  

d i e s  i n  t h i s  p r o c e s s  by becoming a s t r a n g e r  t o  him. I t  was a 

"cruel t r i c k  of c h a n c e "  t h a t  a l l o w e d  t h i s  f l e e t i n g  v i s i o n  

which ,  i n  t u r n  g a v e  him a  c l e a r ,  d e t a i l e d ,  and unbecoming 

v iew o f  a  c r a z e d ,  o l d  s t ranger-woman ( 1 4 2 ) .  However, this 

s t r a n g e r  was no s t r a n g e r ,  b u t  o n e  h e  knew w e l l .  H i s  

photographie v i s i o n  had  n o t ,  i n  f a c t ,  murdered  h i s  

g r a n d m o t h e r ,  b u t  had  o n l y  s t i l l e d  t h e  a c t i o n s  o f  his l o v e  

f o r  h e r  which  had ,  up  u n t i l  t h a t  p o i n t  i n  t i m e ,  f o r c e d  h e r  

i n t o  t h e  mask of h i s  b e l o v e d  m e m o w i e s .  The g i f c  o f  

t e c h n o l o g y ,  i n  t h i s  i n s t a n c e ,  was t o  f r e e  h i s  g r a n d m o t h e r  

( a n d  h i m s e l f )  f rom h i s  need f o r  h e r .  

1 a m  t empted  t o  i n t e r p r e t  t h i s  momentary v i s i o n  as  a 

v a r i a t i o n  o f  t h e  B a r t h e s i a n  punctum. The n a r r a t o r ' s  

t e l e p h o n e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  had c r e a t e d ,  i n  h i s  mind, a phantom: 

h i s  g r a n d m o t h e r  l o n e l y  and a g i n g  i n  h i s  a b s e n c e .  H e  had  

n e v e r ,  u n t i l  t h a t  moment, t h o u g h t  o f  h e r  as e x i s t i n g  a p a r t  

£rom t h e i r  i n t e r a c t i o n s .  But  t h i s  phantom o f  his grandrnother  

d o e s  n o t  t a k e  f u l l  form,  does n o t  t o u c h  him w i t h  i t s  

o t h e r n e s s ,  u n t i f  he  sees her a s  i n  a photograph. What h e  

sees r u s h e s  a t  him t h r o u g h  t h e  f o g  o f  t h e  e v e r y d a y  a n d  

wounds h im,  n o t  by p i e r c i n g ,  b u t  by t h e  h a r d  s l a p  t h a t  

awakens o n e  from a dream s t a t e .  However, u n l i k e  B a r t h e s ' s  

wound, w h i c h  l i n g e r s  l e a v i n g  a  l a s t i n g  s c a r ,  t h e  s t i n g  from 

t h e  s l a p  t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t o r  r e c e i v e s  l a s t s  o n l y  a  moment 

a f t e r  t h e  s h u t t e r  h a s  been r e l e a s e d .  

B a r t h e s  f i n d s  h i s  mother  i n  t h e  Winter Garden  

Photoyraph t h r o u g h  h e r  a i r .  I n  it h e  e v e n  f i n d s  'a s e n t i m e n t  

a s  c e r t a i n  as remembrance" ( 7 0 ) .  T h a t  B a r t h e s  modeled  h i s  

punctum, a t  l e a s t  l o o s e l y ,  o n  P r o u s t ' s  mémoire i n v o l o n t a i r e ,  

is g l a r i n g l y  a p p a r e n t f 4 .  However, t h i s  s h o c k i n g  s i g h t  o f  t h e  

1 4  For a c lear  outline of Barthes's indebtedness t o  Proust, see t h e  
article "Looking BackIfr by B e r y l  Schlossman. 



n a r r a t o r ' s  g r a n d m o t h e r  is n o t  a  memory, i n v o l u n t a r y  o r  

o t h e r w i s e .  I t  is  a n  i n s i g h t  t h a t  f o r c e f u l l y  severs t h e i r  

c o n n e c t i o n ,  c h a n g i n g  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  f o r e v e r .  P r o u s t  ' s 

n a r r a t o r  l o s e s  h i s  g randmother  t h r o u g h  a v i s i o n  that is a s  

c e r t a i n  a s  p h o t o g r a p h y ,  b u t  c o n t a i n s  n o t h i n g  o f  t h e  

remembrances h e  succumbed t o  d u r i n g  the i r  p r e v i o u s  t e l e p h o n e  

c o n v e r s a t i o n .  On t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  it seems t o  f o r e c l o s e  on t h e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  of remembrance a l t o g e t h e r .  

I t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  v i s i o n  

i n  t h i s  i n s t a n c e  is s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h i c  p r o c e s s ,  n o t  

t h e  p h o t o g r a p h  i t s e l f .  U n l i k e  a p h o t o g r a p h e r  who is l e f t  

w i t h  a n  image t o  c h e r i s h  (o r  s e l l ) ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  snapped  t h e  

s h u t t e r  of h i s  eyes and t h e n  saw no more. H e  was ,  at that 

moment, n o t  p h o t o g r a p h e r  but camera.  I t  is t h e  d i s t a n c i n g  

p e r s p e c t i v e  t h a t  is spoken a b o u t  i n  t h i s  s c e n e ,  n o t  t h e  

a n i r n a t i n g  air. T h e  a i r  o f  a p h o t o g r a p h  c a n n o t  b e  d e t e c t e d  

u n t i l  it has b e e n  b r o u g h t  t o  l i g h t  a n d  i n s p e c t e d .  But  t h e  

p e r s p e c t i v e  i t s e l f  comes from a  removed p o s i t i o n :  a  

f r a g m e n t i n g  v i s i o n  similar t o  p e e r i n g  t h r o u g h  a  o p t i c a l  

l e n s .  U n l i k e  B a r t h e s ,  who d e f i n e s  h i m s e l f  a s  s p e c t a t o r ,  

P r o u s t ' s  n a r r a t o r  is,  n o t  o p e r a t o r ,  b u t  o n e  who is o p e r a t e d  

( o n )  b y  t h e  c r u e l  hand o f  c h a n c e .  

The cornpar ison  of  B a r t h e s ' s  v i s i o n  o f  his Winter Garden  

Photograph t o  P r o u s t ' s  n a r r a t o r ' s  p h o t o g r a p h i c  v i s i o n  of h i s  

g r a n d m o t h e r  s e e m i n g l y  e n d s  i n  a a n t i t h e t i c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  

B a r t h e s ' s  d e f i n e s  a p e r s o n a 1  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  o b j e c t :  a n  

i n t i m a c y  t h a t  comes w i t h  i n t e r a c t i o n  and a b r i d g i n g  of 

t e m p o r a l  and  s p a t i a l  d i s t a n c e .  Proust's d e s c r i b e s  a n  

i m p e r s o n a l ,  m e c h a n i c a l  v i e w  t h a t  h e i g h t e n s  a w a r e n e s s  but 

imposes  d i s t a n c e ,  and  closes down al1 memory and 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  b e c a u s e  o f  i t s  v i v i d  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n .  T h i s  is 

t h e  i m p o r t a n t  d i f i e r e n c e  between a n  a u r a t i c  image a n d  o n e  

t h a t  c a s t s  o n l y  a c o l d ,  i n f o r m a t i v e  l i g h t .  



However, one v e r y  i m p o r t a n t  t h i n g  was u n d e r s t o o d  i n  

P r o u s t f  s moment. The n a r r a t o r  u n d e r s t o o d  t h a t  his 

grandmothe r  had a n  e x i s t e n c e  o u t s i d e  o f  h i m s e l f ,  a n d  

a l t h o u g h  i t  w a s  a sad a n d  u g l y  o n e  a t  t h a t  moment, it w a s  

j u s t  a s  t r u e  a s  t h e  g r a n d m o t h e r  t h a t  exis ted w i t h i n  h im.  T h e  

n a r r a t o r  describes t h i s  b r i e f  exorcism a n d  t h e  v e i l s  t h a t  

l i f t e d  d u r i n g  t h i s  p r o c e s s :  

'1 f o r  whom my g r a n d m o t h e r  was s t i l l  m y s e l f ,  1 who 
had n e v e r  s e e n  h e r  S a v e  i n  my own s o u l ,  a l w a y s  i n  
t h e  same place  i n  t h e  p a s t ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  
t r a n s p a r e n c y  o f  c o n t i g u o u s  a n d  o v e r l a p p i n g  
memories, s u d d e n l y  [.J f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  a n d  
f o r  a moment o n l y ,  s i n c e  she v a n i s h e d  v e r y  
q u i c k l y ,  1 saw, s i t t i n g  o n  t h e  s o f a  b e n e a t h  t h e  
lamp,  red f a c e d ,  heavy  a n d  v u l g a r ,  s i c k ,  v a c a n t  
l e t t i n g  h e r  s l i g h t l y  c r a z e d  e y e s  w a n d e r  o v e r  a 
book,  [ .  . . ] "  (143). 

A l 1  o f  t h e  n a r r a t o r f s  s p e c u l a t i o n s  a b o u t  t h e  m y s t e r i o u s  

workings  o f  t h e  t e l e p h o n e  h a l t  a t  t h i s  moment. N o  l o n g e r  can 

he imag ine  a  sorceress who c o n j u r e s  up " h i s  g r a n d m o t h e r  o r  

h i s  b e t r o t h e d  i n  t h e  a c t  o f  t u r n i n g  o v e r  a book" ( 1 3 4 ) .  His 

wishes  h a v e  been f u l f i l l e d  by a stark photographie v i s i o n ,  

o n e  that B a r t h e s  s a y s  " f i l l s  the sight by force." H e  adds 

t h a t  ' i n  it n o t h i n g  c a n  b e  r e f u s e d  o r  t r a n s f o r m e d "  ( 9 1 )  . 

B a r t h e s  i s  r i g h t  i n  t h i s  i n s t a n c e ,  n o t h i n g  t h a t  the n a r r a t o r  

sees c a n  b e  r e f u s e d ,  and  n o t h i n g  c o u l d  b e  a t t a c h e d  t o  i t :  

n o t  hope,  n o t  l o v e .  In t h i s  p a s s a g e ,  n o t  e v e n  t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  

mernories of h i s  g r a n d m o t h e r  can be c a p t u r e d  by  t h e  s t a r k  

l i g h t  o f  t h e  f l a s h b u l b .  They are what e x i s t ,  a n d  what must  

r ema in ,  o u t s i d e  o f  t h e  f r a m e .  They a l s o  d w e l l  o u t s i d e  o f  

v i s i o n ,  b e c a u s e  vision ( o f t e n )  o p e r a t e s  f r o m  d e e p  w i t h i n  a 

complex r e a l m  of m e m o r i e s .  

A l 1  p h o t o g r a p h s  ' f i l 1  t h e  s i g h t  by f o r c e , '  b u t  t h e y  are 

a l s o  a u r a t i c .  And f o r  a n  a u r a  t o  e x i s t ,  t h e r e  must  be a n  

i n t e r a c t i o n  between s u b j e c t s :  a n i m a t e  a n d  i n a n i m a t e ,  p a s t  



and  p r e s e n t .  I n  o r d e r  f o r  a n  a u r a t i c  e x p e r i e n c e  t o  t a k e  

p l a c e .  t h e  v i e w i n g  s u b j e c t  m u s t  (as  Benjamin s a y s )  b e s t o w  

upon t h e  o t h e r  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  g a z e  back? For  t h e  P r o u s t ' s  

n a r r a t o r ,  n o t  o n l y  w a s  t h e  moment of  t h e  e x p o s u r e  o f  h i s  

g randrno the r ' s  f r a i l t y  n o t  a u r a t i c ,  it a c t u a l l y  g a v e  hirn t h e  

o c u l a r  p o s i t i o n  o f  a n  o b s e r v e r .  H i s  mind snapped  a p h o t o  

before s h e  c o u l d  f o c u s  h e r  ' s l i g h t l y  c r a z e d  e y e s '  o n  h i s .  

And a t  t h a t  moment he was u n c a r i n g ,  removed, d i s t a n t .  A s  she 

w a s  unaware of h i s  p r e s e n c e ,  s h e  c o u l d  n o t  engage  h i s  

p h o t o g r a p h i c  s t a r e ,  a n  a c t i o n  which would have  p r e s u m a b l y  

burned  t h r o u g h  t h e  m e c h a n i c a l  a p p a r a t u s  t h a t  had m o m e n t a r i l y  

replaced h i s  mind,  e y e s ,  soul. N o t  o n l y  does t h e  

s u b j e c t i v i t y  of a p h o t o g r a p h  r e l y  on i t s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  

viewer, it a lso  d e p e n d s  on  t h e  pho tographed  s u b j e c t ' s  

r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  camera a t  t h e  moment o f  exposure. I t  is t h e  

camera t h a t  t h o y  mus t  b e s t o w  w i t h  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  r e t u r n  

t h e i r  g a z e ,  t h e  camera t h a t  t h e y  must e n g a g e .  

I n  p o r t r a i t u r e ,  it is t h e  look o f  t h e  s i t ter  t h a t  is 

i m p o r t a n t .  T h i s  l o o k  i n c l u d e s  b o t h  t h e  s i t t e r ' s  g a z e  a t  t h e  

camera ( i n  f o r w a r d  l o o k i n g  s h o t s ) ,  and t h e i r  g e n e r a l  a i r  

which B a r t h e s  deems r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  " m y s t e r i o u s l y  

c o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  t h e  f a c e  t h e  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  a l i f e  v a l u e ? "  

The gaze i t s e l f ,  however,  is  a sort o f  l i e .  What are t h e y  

l o o k i n g  a t ,  t h o s e  sitters who gaze i n t o  t h e  b l a c k n e s s  of t h e  

l e n s ?  T h e r e  is n o t h i n g  b u t  t h e  l e n s  i t s e l f  which c a n n o t  h o l d  

t h e i r  i n t e r e s t ,  i n s p i r e  l o v e  or  h a t e ,  o r  b r i n g  a b o u t  a n y  

f e e l i n g  a t  a l l .  1 s u g g e s t e d  p r e v i o u s l y  t h a t  t h e  s i t ter  

r e t u r n s  the ' g a z e '  of t h e  c a m e r a ,  a f t e r  h a v i n g  i n v e s t e d  it 

w i t h  a s o r t  of s u b j e c t i v i t y .  B u t  what c a n  t h e y  b e  t r y i n g  t o  

1 5  1 e x p l a i n  Benjamin's no t ion  of t h e  a u r a  i n  t h i s  con tex t  more 
thoroughly i n  chap te r  1. 
16 This quo te  i s  a c t u a l l y  placed i n  t h e  context  o f  a q u e s t i o n ,  b u t  o n e  
which he goes on t o  a f f i r m :  "1 have been photographed a thousand times; 
but i f  t h e s e  thousand photographs have  each missed my a i r  (and  pe rhaps ,  
a f t e r  a l l ,  I have none?) ,  my effigy w i l l  pe rpe tua t e  ( f o r  t h e  l i m i t e d  
t ime  t h e  paper  lasts) my i d e n t i t y ,  n o t  m y  value" ( 1 1 0 ) .  



communicate t o  t h e  camera? I f  it i s  a n y t h i n g  a t  a l l ,  it is 

i n  a n  a t t e m p t  t o  p roduce  a ' g o o d '  l i k e n e s s  o f  t h e m s e l v e s .  

And i f  no communicat ion is a t t e m p t e d ,  t h e n  why is it t h a t  

t h e y  so o f t e n  l o o k  as  i f  t h e y  would l i k e  m e  t o  know 

someth ing  a b o u t  them? Can a s i t t e r  r e t u r n  t h e  g a z e  o f  t h e  

camera w i t h o u t  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  communicate ,  w i t h o u t  expecting 

o r  d e s i r i n g  a n y t h i n g  i n  r e t u r n ?  Al though  1 a m  s u r e  t h a t  

t h i s  i s  so i n  some c a s e s ,  it is t e m p t i n g  t o  t h i n k  t h a t  i n  

o t h e r  cases t h e  s u b j e c t ' s  mind s t r e t c h e s  pas t  t h e  camera 

l e n s  t o  t h e  e y e s  o f  whomever w i l l  be g a z i n g  back a t  some 

p o i n t  i n  t h e  f u t u r e .  Pe rhaps  1 a m  m i s r e a d i n g  t h e  l o o k ,  a n d  

it i s ,  as B a r t h e s  s a y s  a b o u t  t h e  young boy i n  a  ~ e r t é s z  

pho tograph  who s e e m i n g l y  l o o k s  a t  him w i t h  " l a c e r a t i n g  

p e n s i v e n e s s ,  " t h a t  i n  f a c t ,  " h e  is l o o k i n g  a t  n o t h i n g ;  h e  

retains w i t h i n  h i m s e l f  h i s  l o v e  a n d  h i s  f e a r "  ( 1 1 3 ) .  P e r h a p s  

t h e i r  l o o k s ,  l i k e  t h a t  of  t h e  boy ,  corne f r o m  t h e i r  i n a b i l i t y  

t o  e x p r e s s  ( c o n f e s s )  a n y t h i n g  i n  t h e  a b s e n c e  of someone who 

c a r e s .  

Sometimes only a p h o t o g r a p h  is a p h o t o g r a p h .  T h a t  i s  t o  

Say t h a t  photographie v i s i o n  i s  u n i q u e l y  e n l i g h t e n i n g .  The 

v i s i o n  r e v e a l e d  by a n  o b s e r v e r ' s  p e r s p e c t i v e  does  n o t  

c o r r e s p o n d  t o  a n  a u r a t i c  e f f e c t ,  b u t  t h e  d i s t a n c e  n e e d e d ,  

demanded by t h a t  v i s i o n  d o e s .  I t  is t h e  s u d d e n  r e a l i z a t i o n  

o f  s e p a r a t i o n  t h a t  i s  a u r a t i c  i n  t h i s  i n s t a n c e .  What i s  s e e n  

( o r  p i c t u r e d )  i s  less i m p o r t a n t  t h a n  what  i s  l e a r n e d  f rom 

t h e  ac t  o f  s e e i n g  it. For P r o u s t ' s  n a r r a t o r ,  l e a r n i n g  t h a t  

h i s  g randmother  w a s  a g i n g  a n d  s i c k  w a s  i n d e e d  i m p o r t a n t  

i n f o r m a t i o n ,  b u t  p e r h a p s  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t  w a s  t h e  s h o c k i n g  

r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  s h e  was n o t  who h e  had p r e v i o u s l y  i m a g i n e d  

h e r  t o  be .  

1 a m  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  what  1 see as P r o u s t ' s  d i v i s i o n  o f  



what c a n  a n d  c a n n o t  be r e p r o d u c e d  i n  a p h o t o g r a p h .  What 

c a n n o t  be r e p r o d u c e d  is e i t h e r  e m o t i o n  o r  memory. What c a n  

be  r e p r o d u c e d  is g e n e r a l l y  b e r e f t  o f  any c o n n e c t i o n  t o  

normal v i s i o n  ( w h i c h  f a l l s  under  t h e  sway o f  b o t h  e m o t i o n  

and memory),  b u t  demands a t t e n t i o n  p r e c i s e l y  b e c a u s e  of i t s  

d i s c o n n e c t e d  state. What can  b e  p r o d u c e d  is  o t h e r n e s s .  F o r  

P r o u s t ' s  n a r r a t o r  it was h i s  g randmother  who m o m e n t a r i l y  

appea red  a s  o t h e r .  B u t  t h i s  can  a l so  o c c u r  when s e e i n g  

o n e s e l f  i n  a p h o t o g r a p h .  A p h o t o g r a p h  has  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  

b r i n g  a p e r s o n  face t o  face w i t h  t h e m s e l v e s  b e c a u s e  it i s  a 

p h o t o g r a p h  and n o t  a n  i n d i v i d u a l ,  a r e p r o d u c t i o n  n o t  a 

u n i q u e  b e i n g  . 
I n  order t o  l o o k  o n e s e l f  i n  t h e  eye, o n e  h a s  t o  be i n  

two p l a c e s  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e .  A p h o t o g r a p h  o f  a  p e r s o n  may 

e x i s t  i n  t h e  same s p a c e  and t i m e  as t h a t  p e r s o n ,  f u n c t i o n i n g  

a s  would a m i r r o r .  B u t  t h a t  same p h o t o g r a p h  i s  a l s o  t i e d  t o  

a p r e v i o u s  t i m e  ( t h e  moment of e x p o s u r e ) ,  a t i m e  t h a t  t h e  

p e r s o n  h a s  l e f t  b e h i n d .  Looking a t  o n e s e l f  ' f a c e  t o  f a c e '  i n  

a p h o t o g r a p h ,  w h a t  is s e e n  is n o t  o n l y  a c o p y  of o n e s e l f ,  

b u t  a lso o n e ' s  s e p a r a t i o n  fxom o n e s e l f  t h r o u g h  t i m e  a s  w e l l  

a s  space. N o  mat ter  how s t r o n g  t h e  s u b j e c t ' s  u r g e  t o  " t a k e  

p o s s e s s i o n  o f  t h e  objet+", " it is i n  t h e  e n d  i m p o s s i b l e  

because  of t h e  temporal d i s t a n c e  t h a t  s e p a r a t e s  t h e  t w o .  And 

yet it is t h i s  v e r y  d i s t a n c e  t h a t  makes it p o s s i b l e  t o  f a c e  

o n e s e l f  i n  t h i s  way.  

I n  a m i r r o r  i m a g e ,  t h e  s u b j e c t  i s  n o t  e s t r a n g e d  from 

t h e i r  a c t i o n s  as  is  t h e  case i n  p h o t o g r a p h y .  B a r t h e s  raises 

t h i s  p o i n t  when h e  d e s c r i b e s  how s t r a n g e  h e  f e l t  when h e  

e n c o u n t e r e d  a n  u n f a m i l i a r  p h o t o g r a p h  o f  h i m s e l f :  

One d a y  1 received from a p h o t o g r a p h e r  a p i c t u r e  
o f  m y s e l f  w h i c h  1 c o u l d  n o t  remember b e i n g  t a k e n ,  
f o r  a l1 my e f f o r t s ;  1 i n s p e c t e d  t h e  t i e ,  t h e  
sweater, t o  d i s c o v e r  i n  what  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  1 h a d  

17 Benjamin says this in relation to the process of destroying the aura 
in a "Short History of Photography." 



worn them; t o  no avai l  . And y e t  , because i t w a s  a 
photograph 1 c o u l d  n o t  deny t h a t  1 had b e e n  thexe 
( e v e n  i f  I d i d  n o t  know where). T h i s  d i s t o r t i o n  
between c e r t a i n t y  and o b l i v i o n  g a v e  m e  a  k i n d  o f  
v e r t i g o ,  s o m e t h i n g  o f  a ' d e t e c t i v e '  a n g u i s h  [ . . . ]  
1 went  t o  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h e r ' s  show as t o  a p o l i c e  
i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  t o  l e a r n  a t  l a s t  w h a t  I no l o n g e r  
knew a b o u t  myself. ( 8 5 )  

Barthes d i s c o v e r e d ,  t h r o u g h  a s i n g l e  p h o t o g r a p h ,  t h a t  he d i d  

n o t  know h i m s e l f  c o m p l e t e l y .  H e  f o u n d  t h a t  wha t  p h o t o g r a p h y  

attested to ,  w h a t  it c e r t i f i e d  as t r u t h ,  w a s  a p a s t  which 

was l o s t  t o  h im.  I n  coming f a c e  t o  f a c e  w i t h  h i m s e l f ,  h e  w a s  

p r e s e n t e d  w i t h  a ' d i s t o r t i o n  between c e r t a i n t y  a n d  

o b l i v i o n ,  ' a n  a b e r r a t i o n  t h a t  i n t r i g u e d  him, p r e c i s e l y  

b e c a u s e  of h i s  loss o f  s e l f  i n  the c e r t a i n t y  o f  t h e  image .  

B u t  t h e  c e r t a i n t y  o f  a  p h o t o g r a p h  is of n o t h i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  

p r e s e n c e .  " P h o t o g r a p h y  n e v e r  l ies :  o r  r a t h e r ,  it c a n  l i e  a s  

t o  t h e  meaning o f  t h e  t h i n g ,  b e i n g  by n a t u r e  t e n d e n t i o u s ,  

[ b u t ]  n e v e r  a s  t o  i ts  e x i s t e n c e "  ( B a r t h e s ,  8 7 ) .  

Al though 1 e x p e r i e n c e ,  i n  rny work ,  a c o n s t a n t  f e e l i n g  

o f  d i s t o r t i o n ,  of v e r t i g o ,  it 3s n o t  b e c a u s e  ( l i k e  B a r t h e s )  

1 am more c e r t a i n  of t h e  i lnage t h a n  m y  own m e m o r i e s  

(knowledge)  o f  myse l f .  Look ing  back a t  my hands  i n  t h e  

images  1 p r o d u c e ,  it is n o t  a s p a t i a l  t e r r a i n  1 s u r v e y ,  b u t  

a t e m p o r a l  o n e .  D e s p i t e  knowing where  a n d  why my h a n d s  w e r e  

p i c t u r e d ,  f e e l  a d i s a s s o c i a t i o n  t o  w h a t  1 know is  my own 

body.  ï t  is a n  e s t r a n g e m e n t  Erorn t o u c h  a n d  f rom a c t i o n ,  e v e n  

t h o u g h  I c a n  see my hands  r u b b i n g ,  g r a s p i n g ,  p r e s s i n g  i n  t h e  

images  1 h a v e  made. 1 c a n n o t ,  however ,  r e - e x p e r i e n c e  t h o s e  

s e n s a t i o n s .  They p r o d u c e  no  body-memories .  And 1, l o o k i n g  a t  

my f i n i s h e d  woxks, s t a n d  i n a c t i v e  a n d  s i l e n t ,  s i t u a t e d  a n  

e t e r n i t y  away from those  p r o d u c t i v e  moments. B u t  w h a t  o f  t h e  

p h o t o - p o r t r a i t s  t h a t  are r e t a i n e d  by m y  d i s t a n t  h a n d s ?  They 

are t w i c e  removed £rom a n y  p r e s e n t  v i e w e r ,  t w i c e  c a p t u r e d ,  



t w i c e  e x p o s e d ,  b u t  t h e  l i v e s  o f  t h o s e  women l i n g e r i n g  o n  t h e  

p a g e  a r e  n o t  r e p r e s e n t e d  h e r e  a t  a l l .  

My v e r t i g i n o u s  p e r s p e c t i v e  does s t o p  a t  t h e  s i g h t  o f  my 

hands  ( m y s e l f ) .  1 t r y ,  n o t  now knowing what  m y  hands  knew, 

f o r g e t t i n g  t h e  impossibility of knowing t h a t  s t r a n g e r  i n  t h e  

p o r t r a i t ,  t o  see p a s t  t h i s  image 1 h a v e  created t o  one  t h a t  

w a s  made b y  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h e r .  My h a n d s  i n  t h e i r  d e s i r e ,  i n  

t h e i r  g r e e d ,  i n  t h e i r  wisdom, h a v e  c o n c e a l e d  much o f  t h e  

e f f i g y  o f  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h e d  woman and l e f t  l i t t l e  w i t h  w h i c h  

t o  f i n d  h e r  ( t h a t  s t r a n g e r  w i t h  whom my h a n d s  a r e  now m o r e  

i n t i m a t e  t h a n  my e y e s ) .  T h e r e  is so l i t t l e  t o  g o  o n  i f  w h a t  

I s h o u l d  w a n t  is i n f o r m a t i o n ,  b u t  so much i f  w h a t  1 want  i s  

t o  rernember. O f  c o u r s e  t h i s  c a n n o t  i n v o l v e  remember ing  her, 

f o r  how c a n  1 i f  she  is o n l y  e v e r  a stranger? 

The memory h e r e  is o f  d i s t a n c e ,  t h e  d i s t a n c e  from h e r  

t o  h e r  p o r t r a i t  and t h e  s e p a r a t i o n  s h e  mus t  h a v e  f e l t ,  a s  

w e l l  as t h e  d i s t a n c e  be tween what  my e y e s  s a w  a n d  my h a n d s  

f e l t  w h i l e  t r y i n g  t o  locate s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  c o u l d  n o t  exist 

o n  a smooth s h e e t  o f  p h o t o g r a p h i c  p a p e r .  T h e r e  is also t he  

d i s t a n c e  be tween  m e  and  h e r ,  and  m e  and  m e .  Al1 o f  t h i s  i s  

e x p e r i e n c e d  i n  t h e  s p a c e  o f  1 i n c h ,  where o n l y  f r a g m e n t s  of 

b o t h  p o r t r a i t  and  hand c a n  b e  s e e n  (fig. 3 ) .  Does t h e  f a c t  

t h a t  it is r e p e a t e d  a  hundred  t i m e s  o v e r  c h a n g e  t h e  m e a s u r e  

o f  what c a n  be l e a r n e d ?  D o e s  it c o u n t  t h a t  here t h e r e  i s  a 

s w e l l  o f  s t o m a c h  under  w h i t e  c o t t o n ,  and o v e r  t h e r e  is  t h e  

e d g e  of  a n  eye beh ind  t h e  edge  o f  my f i n g e r ?  D o  t h e s e  

detai ls  add up?  I n  my mind t h e y  n e v e r  c o u l d ,  are n o t  m e a n t  

to. And y e t  t h e  rurnbers are i m p o r t a n t ,  n o t  t o  b u i l d  up t o  a 

l a r g e r  number o r  a g r e a t e r  sum o f  knowledge,  b u t  t o  i n c r e a s e  

t h e  d i s t a n c e  i t s e l f .  Walking i n  circles g e t s  you nowhere b u t  

f u r t h e r  f rom when you b e g a n .  L i k e w i s e ,  t h i s  work is  l i k e l y  

t o  g e t  t h e  v i e w e r  o n i y  f u r t h e r  £rom where  t h e y  b e g a n .  
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Conclusion: presenting absence. 

1 am h o l d i n g  a n  example  of  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  k i t s c h .  I t  i s  

a 3 - D  p h o t o g r a p h  o f  my m o t h e r  a c c e p t i n g  a n  award  a t  some 

c o n v e n t i o n .  T h i s  s n a p s h o t  h a s  c a p t u r e d  h e r  l o o k i n g  o f f ,  

o b v i o u s l y  e n g a g i n g  t h e  l o o k  of  someone who s t a n d s  j u s t  

o u t s i d e  t h e  f r a m e .  A l t h o u g h  I d o n f t  know t h e  exact d a t e  o f  

t h i s  image, I know t h a t  t h e  woman p i c t u r e d  i n  it is just 

a b o u t  t o  become t e r m i n a l l y  i l l .  She seems t o o  o ld  f o r  h e r  

y e a r s  and 1 c a n  f o r e s e e  her p a i n .  I n  t h i s  p h o t o g r a p h  t h e  3 - D  

t e c h n o l o g y  h a s  a l m o s t  s u c c e e d e d  i n  e f f a c i n g  my m o t h e r .  It is  

n o t  h e r  b u t  t h e  podium she l e a n s  on  t h a t  s e e m i n g l y  breaks 

t h e  t w o  d i m e n s i o n a l  c o n s t r a i n t s  of t h e  image .  I t  a p p e a r s  t o  

p r o t r u d e ,  a l 1  a n g l e s  a n d  p o i n t s ,  and  t h e  v e r t i c a l  b l i n d s  i n  

t h e  background g l immer  l i k e  a m i r a g e ,  b u t  my m o t h e r  seems 

s m a l l e r  and less a l i v e  b e c a u s e  o f  al1 t h i s  w i z a r d r y .  1 do 

n o t  e n j o y  remembering my mothe r  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  i n  h e r  l i f e  

u n l e s s  1 c a n  rernember somethinq t h a t  w i l l  p e n e t r a t e  my v a g u e  

a n d  d i s m a l  memory o f  t h a t  t i m e .  And t h i s  image ,  d e s p i t e  i ts  

w i z a r d r y ,  g i v e s  m e  n o  s u c h  m a g i c a l  v i s i o n .  

1 keep t h i s  p h o t o g r a p h  o n  t h e  t a b l e  beside my compute r .  

1 have i n s e r t e d  it i n t o  a n  o ld  f o l d - o u t  f r a m e ,  c o v e r i n g  o n e  

o f  t h e  o r i g i n a l  t h r e e  p o r t r a i t s  o f  my m o t h e r  t a k e n  on  t h e  

o c c a s i o n  o f  h e r  u n i v e r s i t y  g r a d u a t i o n .  1 k e e p  it t h e r e  t o  

s t o p  t h e  f e e l i n g s  t h a t  n e v e r t h e l e s s  c l o u d  my mind when 1 

g a z e  a t  t h i s  o t h e r  v e r s i o n  o f  my m o t h e r .  She  is t w e n t y  y e a r s  

o l d  and  s h e  is b e a u t i f u l .  I n  one p h o t o g r a p h  I can see t h e  

f a c e  o f  h e r  m o t h e r ,  and  i n  a n o t h e r  my sister 's s m i l e .  I n  t h e  

c e n t r a l  image t h e r e  is  o n l y  t h e  h i n t  of a s m i l e  o n  h e r  l i p s  

as s h e  s t a s e s  o f f ,  and 1 imag ine  s h e  is p o n d e r i n g  h e r  

f u t u r e .  1 h a v e  f a l l e n  i n  love w i t h  t h i s  image.  H e r e  t h e  

d e v o t i o n  1 feel fo r  rny m o t h e r  i n t e r s e c t s  t h e  desire 1 f e e l  



f o r  t h i s  b e a u t i f u l  young s t r a n g e r .  Here 1 yearn. 

Miniature p h o t o g r a p h i c  worlds t h a t  are v e r y  real and 

yet never existed,  or  were r ea l  a n d  yet d o n f t  exist, serve 

a s  m y  c o n n e c t i o n  t o  a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  memory. T h i s  mernory 

is  n o t  a b o u t  c o n t a i n m e n t  o r  cornrnemoration, n o t  a b o u t  

i m p r i n t i n g  o r  i n s t i l l i n g .  I n s t e a d  it i s  a b o u t  o t h e r  p e o p l e ' s  

memories m i n g l i n g  w i t h  memories 1 used t o  c l i n g  to but have 

s i n c e  l o s t ,  and memories 1 wish 1 had, s h o u l d  h a v e ,  b u t  

c a n ' t  p r o c u r e .  T h e s e  i n c l u d e  memories t h a t  my m o t h e r  m u s t  

h a v e  h a d  ( a b o u t  m e )  w h i c h  d ied a l o n g  w i t h  h e r ,  as w e l l  as 

t h o s e  1 h a v e  about h e r  w h i c h  w i l l  d i e  s o o n  e n o u g h .  T h i s  

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  c o n c e r n s  t h e  s t r e n g t h  i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e  e f f o r t  

of remembrance ,  a n d  t h e  s h o c k  o f  r emember ing  ( o r  f o r g e t t i n g )  

a g a i n s t  o n e f  s w i l l .  
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