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e ditorial: W h ile  it s e e m s  th at th e  

inte gral Polaroid h as  be e n 

re surre cte d from  th e  de ad by th e  

Im poss ible  Proje ct (so th ank fully it 

isn't th at im poss ible !), and not 

forge tting th e  continuing 

availability of com parable  Fuji 

products, inte gral ph otograph y 

ne ve rth e le ss  re m ains a m arginal 

ph otograph ic m e dium  (inde e d, th is  

is  no-doubt one  of its ch arm s). 

W ith  re fe re nce  to notions of 

s im plicity, im m e diacy, ph ys icality, 

inde xicality, proxim ity and 

s ingularity, inte gral ph otograph y 

can be  articulate d as th e  

vanis h ing m e diator be tw e e n 

(te ch nologically obsole te ) analogue  

production m e th ods - including, of 

cours e , th e  dague rre otype  - and 

(e ve r-e volving) digital 

te ch nologie s, an is sue  touch e d 

upon by Ron Burne tt in th e  e s say 

Ph otograph s  and Im age s : Th e  

Polaroid. Furth e r note s  on 

Roland Barth e s  from  Culture s  

of Vision. 

As th e  m e dium  approach e s  its  

fortie th  birth day, polaram a can be  

th ough t of as a m e ans by w h ich  to 

e xplore  not only th e  poss ibilitie s  of 

th e  m e dium  its e lf th rough  im age  

obje ct and te xt, but also th e  w ide r 

fie ld of ph otograph ie s  of w h ich  it is  

a part.

S. Cous in



From  an inte rvie w  

condute d by Ch arlotte  

Cotton, LACMA's curator 

of ph otograph y. 

14/02/2008. 

am e ricansube rbx.com /200

9 /04/inte rvie w -ph ilip-

lorca-dicorcia-om .h tm l



A Polaroid is  not ve ry big. 

Th e  re ason for th e  landscape s

is  ofte n be caus e  of th e  fact 

th at th e re  is  a re duction 

of vastne s s  into a sm all im age .

Doe s  th at conce ntrate  

or dis s ipate  th e  im age ?

Ph ilip-Lorca diCorcia
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Ph otograph s  and Im age s :

Th e  Polaroid. Furth e r 

note s  on Roland Barth e s  

from  Culture s  of Vision.



[1] Roland Barth e s, Cam e ra 

Lucida , tr. Rich ard H ow ard 

(Ne w  York : Noonday Pre s s, 

 19 81) 3.

[2] Je an-Paul Sartre , Th e  

Psych ological Im agination 

(London: Me th ue n, 19 72).

[3] Th e  book  is  far from  

be ing th e  lite rary e xe ge s is  

w h ich  som e  com m e ntators 

h ave  sugge ste d. Its 

playfulne ss  w ith  re gard to 

form , its lack  of com m e ntary 

on th e  m any ph otograph s  to 

w h ich  it re fe rs  and its us e  of 

ph otograph s  w h ich  are  not 

e ve n re produce d, sugge st 

th at Barth e s  w as as w orrie d 

about th e  ‘w ord’ as h e  w as 

about th e  im age .

Th is  juxtaposition of tim e  

and space  is  at th e  root of 

Barth e s’s  m e ditation on 

ph otograph y in CAMERA 

LUCIDA.



“O ne  day, q uite  som e  tim e  ago, I h appe ne d on a 

ph otograph  of Napole on's younge st broth e r, Je rom e , 

tak e n in 1852. And I re alis e d th e n, w ith  an am aze m e nt I 

h ave  not be e n able  to le ss e n s ince : “I am  look ing at e ye s  

th at look e d at th e  Em pe ror.” [1]

Th e  e ye s  of th e  e m pe ror’s  broth e r once  look e d straigh t 

into a cam e ra, in th is  cas e  ‘m anne d’ by a ph otograph e r 

w h os e  duty it w as to tak e  picture s  of th e  rich  and 

pow e rful. Je rom e ’s  e ye s  h ad be e n privile ge d e nough  to 

look  into Napole on’s e ye s. Th e  ph otograph  as de scribe d 

by Roland Barth e s  allow e d h im   to e stablis h  a re lay 

be tw e e n Je rom e  (in th e  1850’s) and th e  m ode rn re ade rs  

of CAMERA LUCIDA  Th is  juxtaposition of tim e  and space  

is  at th e  root of Barth e s’s  m e ditation on ph otograph y in 

CAMERA LUCIDA. Barth e s  provide s  us  w ith  th e  social and 

cultural m atrix at th e  h e art of h is  activitie s  as  a vie w e r 

and as a cultural analyst. CAMERA LUCIDA is  part 

analysis, part th e ory, a pe rsonal e xam ination of th e  role  

of ph otograph y in Barth e s’s  life  and an h om m age  to Je an-

Paul Sartre ’s  book , TH E PSYCH OLOGICAL IMAGINATION. 

[2] An e xtraordinary num be r of e s says and article s h ave  

be e n w ritte n about CAMERA LUCIDA and Barth e s’s  w ork . 

My purpose  h e re  is  to inte rrogate  th e  ph otograph ic im age  

in h istorical and cultural te rm s. Barth e s  is  a focus, but 

th is  ch apte r is  de s igne d to rais e  a prim ary distinction 

be tw e e n ph otograph s  and im age s. My pre m is e  is  th at th is  

distinction w ill allow  us to m ore  cle arly unde rstand th e  

role  playe d by th e  vie w e r in th e  e xpe rie nce  and 

inte rpre tation of im age s.

O ne  of th e  aim s of th e  proje ct [3] of CAMERA LUCIDA is  

to discove r w h e th e r th e re  is  an inte rpre tive  space  

be tw e e e n im age  and ph otograph  w h ich  w ill allow  for if 

not e ncourage  ne w  w ays of th ink ing and s e e ing. Barth e s  



[4] Roland Barth e s, Th e  

Grain of th e  Voice  trans. 

Linda Cove rdale  (Ne w  York : 

H ill and W ang, 19 85) 356.

[5] In particular, Mary Bittne r 

W is e m an, Th e  Ecstas ie s  of 

Roland Barth e s  (Ne w  York : 

Routle dge , 19 89 ) and 

Ste ph e n Ungar, Roland 

Barth e s: Th e  Profe s sor of 

D e s ire  (Lincoln: Unive rs ity of 

Ne bras k a Pre s s, 19 83).

[6] Ge orge s  Bataille , Guilty, 

trans. Bruce  Boone  (Ve nice , 

California: Th e  Lapis  Pre s s, 

19 88) 7.

My conce rn is  w ith  th e  

rich  discours e  w h ich  aris e s  

from  th e  h um an 

e ncounte r w ith  im age s  

and th e  cre ative  us e  

w h ich  is  m ade  of 

ph otograph s  as th e y are  

place d into diffe re nt 

conte xts.



te sts m any strate gie s  of inte rpre tation w ith  re gard to 

ph otograph ic m e aning, but m uch  of th e  book  is  gove rne d 

by an e m ph s is  on de ath , th e  de ath  of h is  m oth e r, th e  

de ath  of ph otograph y as a form  of cultural e xpre s s ion, 

th e  de ath  of th e  inte rpre te r. “If ph otograph y is  to be  

discuss e d on a s e rious le ve l, it m ust be  de scribe d in 

re lation to de ath . It’s  true  th at a ph otograph  is  a w itne s s, 

but a w itne s s  of som e th ing th at is  no m ore . Eve n if th e  

pe rson in th e  picture  is  still alive , it’s  a m om e nt of th is  

subje ct’s e xiste nce  th at w as ph otograph e d, and th is  

m om e nt is  gone . Th is  is  an e norm ous traum a for 

h um anity, a traum a e ndle ssly re ne w e d. Each  re ading of a 

ph oto and th e re  are  billions w orldw ide  in a day, e ach  

pe rce ption and re ading of a ph oto is  im plicitly, in a 

re pre s s e d m anne r, a contract w ith  w h at h as  ce as e d to 

e xist, a contract w ith  de ath .” [4]

Th is  th e m e  h as  be e n re s e arch e d and com m e nte d on by a 

num be r of w rite rs  [5] but m y s e ns e  is  th at Barth e s  is  

e xploring th e  m e aning of de ath  at th e  sym bolic and 

im aginary le ve l. D e ath  in th is  instance  spe ak s  to th e  

frailty of m e m ory, but m ost im portantly, Barth e s  follow s 

th e  w ritings of Bataille  in re cognizing th e  s ile nce  of th e  

ph otograph  in th e  face  of all th at is  done  to it. “De ath  is  a 

disappe arance . It’s  a suppre s ion so pe rfe ct th at at th e  

pinnacle  utte r s ile nce  it its truth . W ords can’t de scribe  it. 

H e re  obviously I’m  sum m oning a s ile nce  I can only 

approach  from  th e  outs ide  or from  a long w ay aw ay.” [6] 

Th e  distinction th e n be tw e e n im age  and ph otograph  w ill 

allow  m e  to spe ak  about th e  cacoph ony of voice s  w h ich  

e ngulf th e  s ile nt ph otograph . My pos ition w ill be  diffe re nt 

from  Barth e s. H e  is  w orrie d about loss and abs e nce . My 

conce rn is  w ith  th e  rich  discours e  w h ich  aris e s  from  th e  

h um an e ncounte r w ith  im age s  and th e  cre ative  us e  w h ich  

is  m ade  of ph otograph s  as th e y are  place d into diffe re nt 

conte xts.



[7] I h ave  borrow e d th is  

ph ras e  from  Anth ony 

W ilde n’s  book  Syste m  and 

Structure  . H e  m ak e s  th e  

com m e nt about ‘labor of 

re lation’ in a discuss ion of 

Jacq ue s  Lacan. H e  critiq ue s  

Lacan’s de pe nde nce  on 

language , on th e  sym bolic, 

and Lacan’s us e  of linguistic 

s ignification to e xplain th e  

im aginary and its re lations h ip 

to subje ctivity and ide ntity. 

Anth ony W ilde n, Syste m  and 

Structure  (London: Tavistock , 

19 72) 473.

[8] W .J.T. Mitch e ll, “Th e  

Ph otograph ic Essay: Four 

Case  Studie s,” Picturing 

Th e ory (Ch icago: Unive rs ity 

of Ch icago Pre s s, 19 9 4) 302.



Th e re  is  a furth e r e m ph as is  by Barth e s  on th e  Sartre an 

e go, th e  one  w h o is  both  th e  m aste r of h is/h e r ide ntity 

and de stiny and also its victim . “In front of th e  le ns, I am  

at th e  sam e  tim e : th e  one  I th ink  I am , th e  one  I w ant 

oth e rs  to th ink  I am , th e  one  th e  ph otograph e r th ink s  I 

am , and th e  one  h e  m ak e s  us e  of to e xh ibit h is  art. In 

oth e r w ords, a strange  action: I do not stop im itating 

m ys e lf, and be caus e  of th is , e ach  tim e  I am  (or le t m ys e lf 

be ) ph otograph e d, I invariably suffe r from  a s e nsation of 

inauth e nticity, som e tim e s  of im posture  (com parable  to 

ce rtain nigh tm are s).” (Barth e s  13) Th e  re lations h ips  

w h ich  Barth e s  e stablis h e s  h e re  be tw e e n th e  “I” and th e  

“e ye ,” be tw e e n th e  dre am  and th e  “s e ns e ” of one s e lf both  

as im age  and as re ality can be  be tte r unde rstood if one  

be gins to th ink  of th e  im age  in ge ne ral te rm s as a ‘place ’ 

of subje ctivity. Th us, w h at is  im portant w ith  re gard to 

Napole on’s younge st broth e r is  th at h e  h as  an ide ntity 

w h ich  h as  be e n sculpte d by Barth e s  from  th e  ph otograph  

as raw  m ate rial. Th e  ‘clay’ in th is  instance  is  Barth e s’s  

im agination w h ich  sugge sts th at th e  ph otograph  is  ne ve r 

outs ide  of th e  subje ctive , ne ve r outs ide  of strate gie s  of 

inte rpre tation and analysis. Ph otograph s  are  rare ly about 

anyth ing ne w . Th e y can startle , s h ock , inform , but th e y 

only offe r a h int of w h at can be  done  to th e m . Im age s, 

w h ich  re pre s e nt th e  activitie s  of h um an inte rve ntion and 

inte rpre tation, w h ich  are  an am algam  of ph otograph ic 

inte ntions and subje ctive  place m e nt, im age s  are  part of a 

proce s s  th at is  e m bodie d, th e  re sult of a “labor of 

re lation.” [7]

Th is  is  to som e  de gre e  re pre s e nte d by a polaroid 

ph otograph  in th e  be ginning of CAMERA LUCIDA w h ich  

W .J.T. Mitch e ll h as de scribe d as a ve il [8] but w h ich  I 

inte rpre t as a curtain ove r a ph otograph ic w indow , as, in 

oth e r w ords, th e  pote ntial place  from  w h ich  a large  



[9] Rosalind Krauss  m ak e s  

th e  im portant point th at th e  

discurs ive  space  for 

ph otograph y h as  s h ifte d from  

inform al s e ttings to th e  

m us e um , to a place  of 

e xh ibition and th is  h as  

transform e d th e  ae sth e tic 

e xpe ctations surrounding 

ph otograph ic im age s. 

Rosalind Krauss, 

“Ph otograph y’s  D iscurs ive  

Space s,” Th e  Conte st of 

Me aning: Critical H istorie s  of 

Ph otograph y e d. Rich ard 

Bolton (Cam bridge , Mass.: 

MIT Pre s s, 19 9 2) 287-301.

Th e  polaroid is  a ‘th row -

aw ay’ but w h at e xactly 

doe s  it offe r us? Is  it th e  

sam e  as all oth e r k inds 

of ph otograph s? W h at 

h appe ns to th e  

ph otograph e r if th e y 

can s e e  th e  re sult of 

th e ir intuition or 

re action or s igh t of an 

e ve nt im m e diate ly afte r 

it h appe ns? W h at e ffe ct 

doe s  all of th is  h ave  on 

th e  subje cts be ing 

ph otograph e d?



num be r of ‘s igh ts’ can be  infe rre d or give n th e  righ t 

circum stance s, constructe d. Mitch e ll re fe rs  to Barth e s’s  

dislik e  of polaroids and of colour ph otograph s  in ge ne ral 

(Mitch e ll 302-303) but I s e e  th e  polaroid as an apparatus 

w h ich  e ncourage s  th e  im aginary, w h ich  fre e s  th e  

cam e rape rson to e xplore  h is  or h e r e xpe rie nce s. In som e  

s e ns e s  polaroids are  th e  pre cursors of sm all form at vide o 

producing an instantane ous re sult to th e  us e  of im aging 

te ch nologie s. Th e  notion of instant de ve lopm e nt, th e  

instant print, runs counte r to th e  ‘value ’ of th e  

ph otograph  as a ve h icle  of pre s e rvation, as a spe cial 

m om e nt during w h ich  an e ve nt or pe rson h as  be e n 

capture d for th e  fam ily album  or th e  art m us e um . [9] As 

a re sult of Barth e s’s  am biguous fe e lings about 

ph otograph y, th e  polaroid com e s  to stand for, if not 

le gitim ate  th e  contradictions of vis ion, th e  pe rpe tual 

s e ns e  w h ich  Barth e s  h as  th at m ore  is  be ing tak e n aw ay 

th an is  be ing give n. Th e  curtains h igh ligh t th e  le ve ls of 

m e diation w h ich  both  e ncourage  th e  im aginary and 

pre ve nt us from  “look ing outs ide .” Th e  polaroid is  a 

‘th row -aw ay’ but w h at e xactly doe s  it offe r us? Is  it th e  

sam e  as all oth e r k inds of ph otograph s? W h at h appe ns to 

th e  ph otograph e r if th e y can s e e  th e  re sult of th e ir 

intuition or re action or s igh t of an e ve nt im m e diate ly 

afte r it h appe ns? W h at e ffe ct doe s  all of th is  h ave  on th e  

subje cts be ing ph otograph e d?

Th e  te m poral collapse  h e re  could be  de scribe d as one  of 

th e  bre ak ing points be tw e e n m ode rnity and 

postm ode rnity. Th e  s h arpne s s  of th is  s h ift s h ould not be  

unde re stim ate d. Th e  polaroid is  m ore  lik e  a found obje ct 

in th e  s e ns e  de ve lope d by Marce l Duch am p and 

e ncourage s  a radical re appropriation of th e  w orld as 



Th e  polaroid is  m ore  lik e  

a found obje ct in th e  

s e ns e  de ve lope d by 

Marce l Duch am p and 

e ncourage s  a radical 

re appropriation of th e  

w orld as im age ...



im age , now  be ing re alis e d to an e ve n m ore  soph isticate d 

de gre e  by digital te ch nology. Th is  m ove m e nt to a 

dram atically diffe re nt le ve l of appropriation w as not 

ach ie ve d in th e  cine m a until vide o appe are d. Multim e dia 

com pute rs  and cd-rom  prom is e  to ch ange  th e  param e te rs  

e ve n m ore . D id Barth e s  anticipate  all of th is  w ith  th e  

polaroid at th e  be ginning of CAMERA LUCIDA? Th at w ould 

be  stre tch ing m y point. H e  did h ow e ve r s e ns e  th e  de pth  

of th e  ch ange  w h ich  th e  polaroid proce s s  e nge nde re d. 

And m uch  of h is  discuss ion of tim e  and de ath  in CAMERA 

LUCIDA anticipate  th e  re ve rsals and transform ations of 

instant ph otograph y and vide o. W h at is  e ve n m ore  

inte re sting about polaroids is  th e  w ay in w h ich  th e y 

ch alle nge  s im plistic notions of re fe re ntiality, th e  w ay th e  

polaroid cam e ra e ncourage s  s h ifts in fram ing and tak e s  

th e  ph otograph ic proce s s  aw ay from  th e  e xtraordinary, 

th e  spe cial e ve nt, th e  birth , th e  m arriage . As a re sult of 

th e  polaroid, e ve ryday life  can be  transform e d into an 

im age  w ith out any pre te ns e  w h ile  at th e  sam e  tim e  all of 

th e  pre te ns ions of ph otograph y as an art form  can be  

m arginalis e d.





Be njam in/Barth e s/Be rge r



[10] Jacq ue s  D e rrida 

e xplore s  th e  e m otional 

conne ction w h ich  h e  h ad 

w ith  Barth e s  and th e  

im pact of Barth e s’s  de ath  

in an e s say e ntitle d, “Th e  

D e ath s  of Roland 

Barth e s,” Ph ilosoph y and 

Non-Ph ilosoph y Since  

Me rle au-Ponty e d. H ugh  J. 

Silve rm an (Ne w  York : 

Routle dge , 19 88).



Th e  title  of Barth e s’s  book  is  also a play on Cam e ra 

O bscura and as such  re fe rs  to th e  h istory of th e  m e dium  

of ph otograph y, to its origins as a de vice  w h ich  

transform e d th e  th re e -dim e ns ions of th e  “re al” w orld into 

a flat surface . Th e  de libe rate  am biguity of th e  te rm  

Lucida allow s Barth e s  to ‘look ’ at ph otograph s  both  for 

w h at th e y are , (h e  provide s  th e  re ade r w ith  m any 

de scriptions and analyse s  of ph otograph s  and th e y 

punctuate  h is  argu m e nts th rough out th e  book ) and as 

trigge rs  for bringing out th e  ‘inne r’ ligh t of th ink ing and 

inte rpre tation. CAMERA LUCIDA plays w ith  q ue stions of 

‘lucidity’ and propose s  no cle ar answ e rs  to th e  now  

com m onplace  argum e nts conce rning th e  re lations h ip 

be tw e e n be tw e e n ph otograph s  and re ality. Suffice  to say 

th at Barth e s’s  book  re pre s e nts an im portant “s ite ” of th e  

inte ns e  de bate  about im age s  and th e ir role  in th e  

de ve lopm e nt of cultural th e ory and h istory. Th e  pe rsonal 

nature  of th e  book  contribute s  to its s ignificance  as an 

e xe ge s is  in w h ich  th e  biograph ical, th e  h istorical and th e  

pictorial com e  to re pre s e nt th e  pe rsonae  of Roland 

Barth e s  and h is  s ignificance  in th e  inte lle ctual w orld. [10]

CAMERA LUCIDA is  ch aracte rize d by contradictory 

state m e nts and by th e ore tical de bate s  w h ich  Barth e s  

m ak e s  no e ffort to re solve . “W h ate ve r it grants to vis ion 

and w h ate ve r its m anne r, a ph otograph  is  alw ays 

invis ible : it is  not it th at w e  s e e .” (Barth e s  6) By th is  

Barth e s  m e ans th at th e  re fe re ntial pow e r of th e  

ph otograph  ove rw h e lm s its status as a m e dium . Barth e s  

is  torn by th e  de s ire  to fore ground th e  ope rations of th e  

im age  as im age  w h ile  at th e  sam e  tim e  w anting to gaze  

at th e  ph otograph  as a “prim itive , w ith out culture .” 

(Barth e s  7) Th is  te ns ion w h ich  th e  book  ne ve r re solve s is  

a far m ore  cultural one  th an Barth e s  ack now le dge s. It lie s  

at th e  h e art of our culture ’s  am bivale nce  about im age s, 



[11] Barth e s, w ould, I 

th ink , agre e  w ith  Joh n 

Be rge r w h o says, “Clouds 

gath e r vis ibility, and th e n 

dispe rs e  into invis ibility. 

All appe arance s  are  of th e  

nature  of clouds.” Joh n 

Be rge r, “O n Vis ibility,” Th e  

Se ns e  of Sigh t (Ne w  York : 

Panth e on, 19 85) 219 .

[12] Se e  Susan Buck -

Morss, Th e  D iale ctics of 

Se e ing: W alte r Be njam in 

and th e  Arcade s  Proje ct 

(Cam bridge , Mass.: MIT 

Pre s s, 19 89 ) and in 

particular Be njam in’s  

discuss ion of th e  ‘w is h -

im age .’



an am bivale nce  locate d in th e  s e e m ingly transpare nt 

nature  of a m e dium  w h ich  ne ve rth e le ss  form s and 

de form s th at w h ich  it portrays. Ye t, th e  difficulty is  not 

w ith  ph otograph s  pe r s e , but w ith  th e  proce s s  of 

e ngage m e nt, w ith  th e  transform ation of th e  ph otograph  

into an im age , w ith  th e  m ove m e nt from  one  le ve l of 

m e aning to th e  ne xt. Th e  prim itive  in th is  cas e  is  

Barth e s’s  m yth ological oth e r. Th e  prim itive  re pre s e nts an 

innoce nce  w h ich  pre clude s  s igh t. Th is  th e n is  one  of th e  

oth e r m ajor th e m e s  of CAMERA LUCIDA, to s e e , is  its e lf 

an am biguous w ay of re nde ring th e  irre solvable  conflict 

be tw e e n appe arance s  and truth . Alth ough  Barth e s  ofte n 

sugge sts th at appe arance s  can be  puncture d in orde r to 

go furth e r, th e  path s  ope ne d up are  th e m s e lve s in conflict 

be caus e  no dire ct re ading of a ph otograph  is  poss ible . 

[11] Mitch e ll puts it w e ll: “… Barth e s  e m ph as ize s  w h at h e  

calls th e  ‘punctum ,’ th e  stray, pointe d de tail th at “prick s” 

or “w ounds” h im . Th e s e  de tails (a ne ck lace , bad te e th , 

folde d arm s, dirt stre e ts) are  accide ntal, uncode d, 

nam e le ss  fe ature s  th at ope n th e  ph otograph  

m e tonym ically onto a continge nt re alm  of m e m ory and 

subje ctivity.” (Mitch e ll 303) In th is  strate gy, w h ich  carrie s  

an ae sth e tic and ide ological w e igh t to it, Barth e s  joins 

w ith  W alte r Be njam in in look ing be yond w h at th e  e ye  

im m e diate ly s e e s  (and I s h ould add, w h at th e  e ar h e ars) 

for as Joh n Be rge r puts it th at w h ich  “… ove rflow s th e  

outline , th e  contour, th e  cate gory, th e  nam e  of w h at is.” 

(Be rge r 219 ) [12] Buck -Morss  m e ntions Be njam in’s  

conce rn for th e  trans itory, for th e  re lations h ip be tw e e n 

te ch nology w h ich  re pre s e nts progre s s  and th e  im aginary 

w h ich  ne ith e r affirm s or de nie s  its  ow n m yth ic 

unde rpinnings. Th e  trans itory in Barth e s  can be  

translate d into th e  instantane ous. To Barth e s, 

ph otograph s  are  glue d to th e  re al be caus e  th e ir first 

e ffe ct on th e  vie w e r transce nds th e ir status as an im age . 



[13] Be rnard Com m e nt 

discuss e s  th e  s h ift in 

Barth e s’s  approach  from  

h is  e arlie r m ore  form al 

analyse s  in Ele m e nts of 

Se m iology to th e  m ore  

ph e nonm e nological 

strate gy in Cam e ra Lucida 

. H e  attribute s  th is  to an 

incre as ing e ffort on 

Barth e s’s  part to 

e lim inate  all form s of 

inte ntionality from  th e  

ph otograph . Th is  

contribute s  to th e  s e ns e  

th at w h at ph otograph s  as 

a m e dium  e ncourage  is  

an instantane ous 

appre h e ns ion of m e aning. 

Com m e nt calls th is  

approach  “m agical.” 

Be rnard Com m e nt, 

Roland Barth e s, Ve rs Le  

Ne utre  (Paris: Ch ristian 

Bourge ois, 19 9 1) 120.

[14] Jonath an Crary, 

Te ch niq ue s  of th e  

O bs e rve r: O n Vis ion and 

Mode rnity in th e  

Nine te e nth  Ce ntury 

(Cam bridge , Mass: MIT 

Pre s s, 19 9 1) 29 .



Th is  is  not too diffe re nt from  Be njam in’s  discuss ion of th e  

e ffe cts of Paris  of th e  nine te e nth  ce ntury upon h im , th e  

fe e ling th at h e  w as im m e rs e d in a ph antasm agoria w h ich  

ove rw h e lm e d h is  s e ns e s  and le ft h im  w ith  th e  fe e ling th at 

all of th e  m e diators for h is  e xpe rie nce  h ad disappe are d. 

[13]

In alluding to th e  cam e ra obscura in an h istorical and 

th e ore tical s e ns e , Barth e s  is  also putting th e  age nda of 

th e  vie w e r or obs e rve r in th e  fore front of h is  book . As 

Jonath an Crary h as  re m ark e d, th e  h istory of th e  cam e ra 

obscura as a te ch nology is  re ally about a “ph ilosoph ical 

m e taph or” w h ich  dom inate d th e  s e ve nte e nth  and 

e igh te e nth  ce nturie s, a m e taph or for “h ow  obs e rvation 

le ads to truth ful infe re nce s  about th e  w orld.” [14] Crary’s  

w ork  is  e xe m plary. H e  s h ow s h ow  th e  dom inant 

m e taph ors us e d to e xplain th e  cam e ra ob-scura ch ange d 

in th e  nine te e nth  ce ntury, “In th e  te xts of Marx, Be rgson, 

Fre ud, and oth e rs  th e  ve ry apparatus th at a ce ntury 

e arlie r w as th e  s ite  of truth  be com e s  a m ode l for 

proce dure s  and force s  th at con-ce al, inve rt, and m ystify 

truth .” (Crary 29 )

It is  in th e  space  be tw e e n th e s e  tw o approach e s  th at 

Barth e s  ope rate s. Th e  cam e ra re m ains an obje ct capable  

of cre ating th e  link s  be -tw e e n re ality and vis ion w h ile  at 

th e  sam e  tim e  in-ve rting if not distorting th e  s im plicity of 

th at re lations h ip. It is  th is  am biguity and te ns ion be tw e e n 

rationalist and non-rationalist approach e s  to 

unde rstanding h ow  ph o-to-graph s  com m unicate  m e aning, 

w h ich  Barth e s  discuss e s. At one  and th e  sam e  tim e  

Barth e s  trie s  to avoid th e  notion th at th e re  is  a 

syste m atic bas e  to th e  w ay in w h ich  ph otograph s  ope rate  

as purve yors of m e aning (re je cting th e  m ore  scie ntific 

aspe cts of h is  e arlie r w ork  in ELEMENTS OF SEMIOLOGY) 





and ye t h e  m ak e s  th e  e ffort to catalogue  th e ir constitue nt 

e le m e nts, in orde r to bind ph otograph s  to th e ir ow n 

spe cific ch aracte ristics. Th is  be com e s  an e ntry point into 

h istorical and inte rpre tive  analysis  and for Barth e s, 

particularly w ith  re spe ct to a ph otograph  of h is  m oth e r as 

a young ch ild, a m e ditation on th e  ability of th e  im age  to 

k e e p th e  de ad (or m e aning) alive .

Th e  difficulty is  th at visual m e dia re s ist be ing de fine d 

w ith  th at k ind of spe cificity, be caus e  as obje cts, w h at w e  

say about th e m  is  th e  re sult of a re lation. Th e  

re lations h ip w ill alw ays be  continge nt, a space  in-

be tw e e n, w ith out th e  prope rtie s  norm ally attribute d to 

subje ct or obje ct. (Crary m e ntions th e  profoundly 

diffe re nt approach  tak e n by Joh n Lock e  and Arth ur 

Sch ope nh aue r. “Unlik e  Lock e  and Condillac, 

Sch ope nh aue r re je cte d any m ode l of th e  obs e rve r as 

pass ive  re ce ive r of s e nsation, and inste ad pos e d a 

subje ct w h o w as both  th e  s ite  and produce r of s e nsation.” 

(Crary 75) My ch oice  to de scribe  a continge nt re lations h ip 

h e re  w ill h ope fully e nable  m e  to talk  about a subje ct not 

fully in control of vis ion nor com ple te ly out of control, 

w h e re  consciousne s s  is  ne ith e r a re fle ction of w h at h as  

be e n s e e n nor th e  proge nitor (dre am s w h ich  turn into 

h allucinations w h ich  th e n be com e  re al). To m e  th e  

e m ph as is  h as  to be  on re lations h ips  and on th e  

discours e s  w h ich  are  produce d out of th e m . Th e s e  

discours e s  m ay not be  e ntire ly de pe nde nt on th e  binary 

divis ion be tw e e n discours e  and picture . More  ofte n th an 

not th e y e xce e d, if not ove rturn th e  ve ry ide a of th at 

divis ion. At th e  sam e  tim e  continge ncy allow s for a 

discuss ion of daydre am s and dre am s —  re lations s ituate d 

in th e  te ns ions be tw e e n th e  sym bolic and th e  im aginary, 

w h ich  are  in m y opinion, a ne ce s sary part of any analysis  

of im age s. Th e  continge nt allow s us to ch alle nge  th e  





notion th at th e re  is  a dire ct re lations h ip be tw e e n th e  

“tim e ” of s e e ing and th e  “tim e ” of unde rstanding. It 

brings into play, m ost im portantly, q ue stions of pow e r. 

“Vis ion is  alw ays a q ue stion of th e  pow e r to s e e  —  and 

pe rh aps of th e  viole nce  im plicit in our visualizing 

activitie s. W ith  w h os e  blood w e re  m y e ye s  crafte d? Th e s e  

points apply to te stim ony from  th e  pos ition of ‘ons e lf’. W e  

are  not im m e diate ly pre s e nt to ours e lve s.” (H araw ay 19 2)

Barth e s’s  e ffort to ge ne rate  a s e t of obs e rvable  

ch aracte ristics w h ich  w ill de lim it th e  m e dium  of 

ph otograph y is  its e lf part of th is  cre ation of a continge nt 

“re lations h ip.” Th e  pote ntial proble m s w ith  th is  approach  

only com e  into play w h e n th at de lim itation of boundary is  

s h ifte d to th e  ontological le ve l. I w ill addre s s  th e  im pact 

of continge ncy as a strate gy for te xtual analysis  late r, 

suffice  to say th at for th e  m om e nt th e  crucial point is  th at 

continge ncy h as  an e ffe ct on h ow  visual m e dia can be  

inte rpre te d. W h at m ust be  k e pt in m ind is  th at alth ough  

th e  obs e rve r and th e  te xt are  to som e  de gre e  “vis ible ” as 

parts of a com ple x proce s s  of e xch ange  (in th e  sam e  w ay 

th at tw o pe ople  talk ing to e ach  oth e r can be  obs e rve d by 

a th ird pe rson) th e  re lations h ip be tw e e n th os e  parts is  

not. Inste ad, it is  th e  discurs ive , pe rform ative  and 

inte rpre tive  cons e q ue nce s  of th e  re lations h ip w h ich  tak e  

on a te xtual q uality and for w h ich  a varie ty of analytical 

strate gie s  can be  de ve lope d.

Conte xtual argum e nts are  th e m s e lve s continge nt, ofte n 

arbitrary, and de pe nde nt on th e  pos ition of th e  obs e rve r 

or analyst. Th e y are  m ore  ofte n th an not h ypoth e s e s  

w h ich  do not drive  tow ards som e  conclusive  te sting of 

th e ir pre m is e s . Th is  of cours e  h as  alw ays be e n prom ote d 

as th e  fundam e ntal diffe re nce  be tw e e n artistic and 

scie ntific activitie s. In som e  re spe cts CAMERA LUCIDA is  





an unve iling of th e  h istory of th is  te ns ion and diffe re nce , 

but it tak e s  it one  ste p furth e r by im plicitly e xploring 

notions of conve ntionality and codification. For it is  

th rough  th os e  s e m iotic and inte rpre tive  pre sum ptions 

th at th e  ide a of cultural norm s h as  aris e n. Th e  norm ative  

argum e nt m ak e s  its  stronge st appe arance  in argum e nts 

about ge nre  and canon and w h ile  I w ill not de lve  into th is  

at th e  m om e nt, it is  im portant to note  th at CAMERA 

LUCIDA w as Barth e s’s  last book  and cam e  afte r a long 

inte lle ctual care e r during w h ich  h e  argue d for th e  

norm ative  (in h is  w ork  on fas h ion, adve rtis ing and 

lite rature  —  S/Z  and SYSTÉME DE LA MODE) and against 

it (in TH E EMPIRE OF SIGNS and TH E LOVER’S 

DISCOURSE). Th e s e  divis ions don’t s it in s im ple  

oppostion to e ach  oth e r. Th e y cris s -cross  Barth e s’s  w ork  

and in som e  re spe cts provide  th e  inte lle ctual e ne rgy for 

CAMERA LUCIDA (and I w ould sugge st for th e  s h ift by 

Barth e s  from  a structural to a poststructural position), 

but at anoth e r le ve l Barth e s  doe sn’t s e e m  re ady to 

confront th e  im pact of th e s e  divis ions on h is  ow n praxis  

as a critic and analyst. It is  w ith in th e  argum e nts around 

continge ncy th at one  can be gin to pos e  q ue stions about 

th e  conne ctions w h ich  Barth e s  de ve lops in re lation to 

politics, conte xt and h istorical analysis  (th e  im portant and 

ofte n ove r-look e d fact th at m uch  of MYTH OLOGIES for 

e xam ple , w as w ritte n as a s e rie s  of article s for a 

ne w spape r in France  provide s  a conte xt for th e  book  

w h ich  its  appropriation as cultural th e ory h as  e lide d).

CAMERA LUCIDA is  a re turn to an e arlie r politiq ue  but 

m ak e s  no e ffort to fore ground th at h istory. Ironically, th is  

is  part of th e  continge nt approach  so ch aracte ristic of 

Barth e s. H is  w ork  re  m ains unsure  of its purpose , bound 

to, as Rich ard Rorty h as  so be autifully put it, a ‘tis sue  of 

continge ncie s.’ [15] I s h ould add th at part of m y 



[15] Rich ard Rorty, 

Continge ncy, irony, and 

solidarity (Ne w  York : 

Cam bridge  Unive rs ity 

Pre s s, 19 89 ), p.32.

[16] Se e  Martin Jay, 

Dow ncast Eye s: Th e  

D e nigration of Vis ion in 

Tw e ntie th -Ce ntury Fre nch  

Th ough t (Be rk e le y: 

Unive rs ity of California 

Pre s s, 19 9 3) for an 

e xte nde d de scription and 

analysis  of th is  te ns ion in 

Fre nch  th ough t.

[17] Susan Buck -Morss’s  

sum m ary of Be njam in’s  

analysis  e m ph as ize s  th e  

distorting influe nce s  of 

capitalism  as a factor in 

unde rm ining th e  pote ntial 

of ph otograph y. Susan 

Buck -Morss, Th e  

D iale ctics of Se e ing: 

W alte r Be njam in and th e  

Arcade s  Proje ct 

(Cam bridge , Mass: MIT 

Pre s s, 19 89 )

... th e  ph otograph ic 

im age  rare ly e nfram e s  

or constrains w h at is  

said about it and th is  

m ay be  one  of th e  

source s  for th e  

frustration w h ich  is  fe lt 

about th e  form , but it 

is  also one  of th e  m ost 

provocative  re asons 

w h y inte ntionality and 

auth ors h ip s e e m  to 

disappe ar. 



e m ph as is  on th e  notion of continge ncy is  re late d to 

W alte r Be njam in’s  conce rn to s ituate  ph otograph y w ith in 

th e  te xtual, th e  im agistic and th e  m yth ic. For Be njam in 

th e  ph otograph ic im age  both  tak e s  aw ay and confe rs  ne w  

ins igh ts  in th e  ongoing re lations h ip be tw e e n vis ion and 

unde rstanding, but th e  te ns ions h e re  are  ste e pe d in a s e t 

of non-norm ative  and non-pe rscriptive  continge ncie s  

w h ich  lack  th e  pe rm ane nce  ofte n attribute d to th e  im age . 

Th e  struggle  be tw e e n pe rm ane nce  and im pe rm ane nce , 

be tw e e n th e  role  of im age s  as pote ntial focal points for 

th e  e xpans ion of th ough t and vis ion and th e  ofte n 

distopic and ne gative  pe rspe ctive  on th e ir e ffe cts is  a 

ce ntral th e m atic of CAMERA LUCIDA and of Be njam in’s  

w ork  on im age s. [16] At one  and th e  sam e  tim e  Barth e s  

and Be njam in supporte d th e  ide a th at ph otograph ic 

im age s  e xte nde d if not re de fine d th e  cognitive  e xpe rie nce  

of th e  vie w e r w h ile  also contributing to th e  de nigration of 

m e aning, to th e  s im plification of pe rce ption and 

unde rstanding. [17] Th is  te ns ion (in Be njam in’s  cas e  in 

th e  late  nine te e nth  ce ntury and in Barth e s’s  at th e  cusp 

of th e  com pute r age ) also e xpre s s e d its e lf th rough  

conce ptions of th e  popular, notions of m ass  

e nte rtainm e nt and th e  role  of h igh  art in a tim e  of 

s h ifting conce rns about th e  im pact of ne w  te ch nologie s  

on traditional conce ptions of cultural activity. To a large  

e xte nt th e s e  conce rns re m ain re le vant today and th e y are  

pre m is e d on th e  difficultie s  of attributing som e  k ind of 

caus e  to th e  us e  w h ich  vie w e rs  m ak e  of im age s.

As w e  s h all se e , th e  ph otograph ic im age  rare ly e nfram e s  

or constrains w h at is  said about it and th is  m ay be  one  of 

th e  source s  for th e  frustration w h ich  is  fe lt about th e  

form , but it is  also one  of th e  m ost provocative  re asons 

w h y inte ntionality and auth ors h ip s e e m  to disappe ar. Th is  

is  a furth e r source  of te ns ion w ith  re spe ct to th e  im age , 



Barth e s  q uote s  Sartre : 

“Th e  pe rsons in a 

ph otograph  drift 

be tw e e n th e  s h ore s  of 

pe rce ption, be tw e e n 

s ign and im age , w ith out 

e ve r approach ing 

e ith e r.” 



th e  s e ns e  th at auth ority h as  be e n re m ove d and re place d 

w ith  th e  fluidity of subje ctivity. But in a re ve rsal, th e  

ange r for th is  loss is  ch anne le d into th e  te ch nology. Th e  

cam e ra for e xam ple , be com e s  re spons ible  for a loss of 

auth ority and inte ntionality, w h ich  is  th e n transfe rre d to 

th e  vie w e r as a cris is  of subje ctivity. (As w e  s h all se e  th is  

is  one  of th e  re asons for Baudrillard’s distopic vis ion of 

m ode rn te ch nologie s.)

H ow e ve r, it s e e m s  to m e  th at th e  oppos ite  h as  h appe ne d. 

Th e  cam e ra rare ly appe ars in ph otograph s  w h ich  

individuals tak e . Th is  is  in e ffe ct transfe rs  th e  pow e r to 

th e  vie w e r w h o can attribute  inte ntionality to th e  im age  

or not de pe nding on th e  conte xt of vie w ing and th e  

pote ntial us e  w h ich  w ill be  m ade  of th e  im age . Th e  

te ch nology w ill be ar as m uch  re spons ibility as one  w is h e s  

s ince  “it” cannot answ e r for its actions. In th e  final 

analysis  th e  te ns ions of attribution h e re  are  source s  of 

cre ativity and not th e  re ve rs e . Be njam in re cognize d th is  

w h e n h e  prioritize d th e  dre am  as an inte gral part of th e  

role  w h ich  h um an de s ire  plays in th e  construction of 

m e aning. Th e s e  de s ire s  play th e m s e lve s out in a varie ty 

of w ays and only a cons e nsual agre e m e nt am ong a w ide  

varie ty of vie w e rs  e ve r fixe s  (and e ve n th is  is  only 

te m porary) th e  attribution of e ffe ct and m e aning to 

im age s. In th is  s e ns e  th e  ph otograph  ne ve r be longs to 

anybody. Barth e s  q uote s  Sartre : “Th e  pe rsons in a 

ph otograph  drift be tw e e n th e  s h ore s  of pe rce ption, 

be tw e e n s ign and im age , w ith out e ve r approach ing 

e ith e r.” (Barth e s  20) It is  th is  te rritory, th is  space  w ith out 

a fixe d s h ape  but ne ve rth e le ss  w ith  borde rs, w h ich  ope ns 

up th e  pote ntial for e xploration and discove ry and w h ich  

m ove s th e  ph otograph  from  print to im age . “Th e  

ph otograph  its e lf is  in no w ay anim ate d (I do not be lie ve  

in “life  lik e ” ph otograph s), but it anim ate s  m e : th is  is  





w h at cre ate s  e ve ry adve nture .” (Barth e s  20). It is  as  if 

unde rstanding and inte rpre tation are  conflate d into a 

notion of instantane ous re cognition and com pre h e ns ion, 

an e piph anous m om e nt of e ffe ct and affe ct.



Rh iannon Adam





ne xt is sue  / subm iss ions



Th e  ne xt is sue  w ill conce rn: Polaroids of TV/com pute r 

scre e ns , Polaroids of/about film , Polaroid/s and 

th e  m oving im age . 

Th e  th e m e  is , as e ve r, ope n to w ide  inte rpre tation. Th is  

can also be  tak e n to m e an th at th e  w ork  ne e d not utilis e  

inte gral ph otograph s. For e xam ple , illustrations of 

inte gral ph otograph s  or stills from  film (s) in w h ich  th e  

inte gral ph otograph  are  also acce ptable . Th at th e  w ork  

s h ould re late  and e ngage  w ith  th e  m e dium  in som e  w ay 

is  th e  im portant point h e re .  

Num be r of im age s: 1 - 12.  Im age  s ize : pre fe rably scale d 

at 1:1. 72 dpi. For large r w ork s  (collage , for instance ) : 

m axim um  h e igh t: 504 pixe ls / 7 inch e s . Maxim um  w idth : 

39 6 pixe ls / 5.5 inch e s  (inte gral borde rs  include d). O th e r 

re q uire m e nts - ple as e  e m ail.

Sh ould th e  im age /s h ave  title s, ple as e  m ak e  th e s e  k now n!

pe ntim e nto.sq uare space .com

se ancous in@ gm ail.com
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