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ries and highlights of their history.!> The organization, which

has been recognized by the National Association of Local Art
Agencies as “one of the most successful art programs for at-risk
youth in the nation,” selects eight teenagers—four boys and
four girls—every four months to train on video production
equipment and produce videos derived from the stories of their
lives. Arevalo encourages girls to work in groups or pairs and to
use video cameras to document their friendships, reveal polit-
ical views, critique the fashion industry, discuss racism and
explore their own desire to be seen and heard. Three multicul-
tural teenage girls from the project, Patricia Valadres, Louise
Bernard and Zakia Dottin-Carter, have produced personal doc-
umentaries that have been screened in festivals, museums and
galleries across the country. All three won Bronze Apple Awards
in 1996 at the National Educational Media Network Festival.
One of the goals of the project is to “redefine and demystify the
documentary production process” by encouraging participants
to turn the camera lens on their own lives. Arevalo believes that
“technology is power” and that providing at-risk youth with
the means to tell their own stories helps to challenge racial and
economic stereotypes about inner-city teens.

In the early *90s, Sadie Benning proved that a 16-year-old girl
with a Pixelvision camera could say a lot about growing up, the
emergence of sexual desire and getting crushes on girls. Her
video pieces, including Me and Rubyfruit (1989), Jollies (1990),
If Every Girl Had a Diary (1990) and A Place Called Lovely
(1991), became cult favorites at lesbian and gay film festivals
across the country and abroad. These Pixelvision films, shot
mostly in the private universe of Benning’s bedroom, employed
Barbie dolls, toy cars, candy wrappers and pop tunes to describe
the experiences of a teenage lesbian falling in love. Transforming
these heterosexual pop symbols into tools for the expression of
her own emergent gay desire, Benning demonstrates that you
don’t always have to stray far from home to rebel in a coherent
and powerful manner. While the private universe of the teenage
girl’s bedroom may seem an unlikely site for nurturing outside
world rebellion, the bedroom milieu of solitary art practice can
actually be a nexus of a girls creative strength. Benning used her
bedroom as a site for creative production, which ultimately cat-
apulted her into the outside world. Her work has screened at the
Whitney Biennial and New York City's Metropolitan Museum
of Art, and in 1992, at the age of 19, Benning was awarded a
prestigious MacArthur Fellowship. While Benning remains a
potentially powerful role model for teenage girls, her work is
shown mostly in the rarefied universe of film festivals and
museums, which are less often inhabited by teenage girls.
Growing up in a creative environment, Benning was certainly
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encouraged and most likely assisted by adults in the distribution
of her work. Even though her videos may not be seen by many
teenage girls, the sheer existence of her artistic production
proves that girls with cameras can explore issues of sexual pref-
erence, desire and gender roles with close-ups on the familiar
landscape of their childhood toys, teen idols and their own bod-
ies. The continued efforts of independent curators and film fes-
tival directors to find innovative curatorial solutions can help
bring the work of teenage artists to teenage viewers. '3

Mentorship collaborations between women filmmakers,
curators and teenage girls help to provide young women with
the tools of self-representation and models of success in tech-
nology fields still dominated by men. House of Girls addresses
the struggles girls face in finding a voice by giving the tools of
image production to the girls themselves. Five girls from
diverse backgrounds were invited to spend the weekend at a
cabin in upstate New York with an all-female adult production
crew to brainstorm their own video segments. Given that girls
have historically been handed scripts of codified behavior, this
project provides a breakthrough in girls’ self-expression with
strong peer-based role models for teenage viewership. These
girls don’t pretend to have all the answers, but use their intelli-
gence, creativity and sense of humor to question a status quo
that often erases the diversity of girls’ self-expression.

In House of Girls the girls speak very little about boys,
boyfriends or hetero-centrist terms of desire. While two of the
girls touch directly on the hazing that.girls experience in their
interactions with boys—the taunting, the beauty judgments—
this was auxiliary to their creative goals. Through segments
showcasing their love of literature, girl bands and ‘zines and their
personal struggles in navigating the messages of a consumerist
culture, a portrait of an alternative girl culture emerges. The
articulation of their desires, which span artistic, cultural, politi-
cal, social and sexual goals, remains open to further creative dis-
cussion and representation in the context of narrative and doc-
umentary filmmaking. House of Girls leaves the viewer with a
newly-whetted appetite to see more of these power girls, more
windows into the culture of girl voices, music and images.

As girls continue to express themselves through video and
film, the language of girls’ desire can begin to be decoded and
more fully understood. While girls are bilingual inhabitants of
the culture, learning to talk and achieve in masculine terms, boys
remain largely illiterate regarding the language of female desire.
In most public settings girls cannot express their desires without
fear of ridicule or retribution. Girls who are vocal, intelligent,
opinionated and goal-oriented on their own terms without a
link to male approval ratings are not a frequent part of the

M

Maiden USA landscape as seen through the lens of Hollywood
films and even that of most independently-produced feature
narratives or documentaries. The evidence at recent festivals and
on the Web demonstrates there can be no stopping girls from
talking back, snapping shots, running chat sites and shooting
film and video. Young women need adult mentors to provide
tools and motivational structures for writing and producing
their own scripts for “doing girl” by exposing the representations
of Made-ins put before them, and expanding the gender codes
for “female” and “the feminine.” By rewriting the lines given to
them by mainstream culture and adult assumptions, they can
help redefine what it means to be a Maiden in the USA.

This article is dedicared to the memory of Christine Tamblyn.

KATHLEEN SWEENEY, a videomaker, writer and curator, is
currently working on a documentary video about teenage girls.
Her traveling exhibition of films and videos by teenage girls,
“Reel Girls/Real Girls” premiered at the San Francisco
Cinematheque in December 1998.
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Hysteria and the Helio-trope:
On Bodies, Gender and the Photograph

DORE BOWEN

What makes photographs philosophical is that they prompt
and defeat theory.

—Norton Batkin!
Confessions
Roland Barthes’s last work, Camera Lucida: Reflections on
Photography (1981), begins on a confessional note: “I decided
liked Photography in opposition to the Cinema, from which I
nonetheless failed to separate it.”* Today this statement may
sound paradoxical. Yet when Barthes first began writing on
photography in the late 1950s cinema was attracting a signifi-
cant amount of theoretical attention while photography was
left to bear its role as silent witness, as “still,” as reproduction, or
alternately, as it slowly made its way into the museum, as art. It
is precisely the poverty of photography vis 4 vis the cinema that
Barthes finds significant; because “in it nothing can be refused
or transformed,” the photograph operates as both a window
onto the past and a defiantly present surface. Thus, Barthes’s
opening declaration is both a challenge to his peers—a red cape
waving in the theoretical bullring—and a confession of his own
longing to reach beyond the parameters of analysis, and toward
the “indescribable meaning” of the photograph, a desire that
marks his text throughout.

Camera Lucida announces a departure that is simultaneous-
ly a return. In Mythologies (1957), written 23 years prior,
Barthes charges the photograph with trickery and mendacity.
In the short chapter “Photography and Electoral Appeal” he
notes that the photograph works on the level of myth as a “sec-
ond-order semiological system” and, consequently, obscures its
own ideological investment. “Inasmuch as photography is an
ellipse of language and a condensation of an ‘ineffable social
whole, it constitutes an anti-intellectual weapon and tends to
spirit away politics.”® Later, this suspicion gives way to a more
precise analysis of the photographic operation. Sixteen years
before Camera Lucida, Barthes wrote in “The Rhetoric of the
Image” that

{tlhe type of consciousness the photograph involves is indeed truly
unprecedented, since it establishes not a consciousness of the being-there of
the thing (which any copy could provoke) but an awareness of its having-
been-there. What we have is a new space-time category: spatial immediacy
and temporal anteriority, the photograph being an illogical conjunction
between the here-now and the there-then.*

After locating the informational and symbolic level of mean-
ing something is left in the photograph; Barthes refers to this
third meaning as le sens obtuse. Le sens obtuse appears to exist
outside of culture. It belongs to the family of “pun, buffoon-
ery, useless expenditure.” It is indifferent to moral and aes-
thetic categories and thus troubles the photograph that resists
being read entirely as either nature or art. In order to grasp le
sens obtuse, Barthes looks to specific images that attract him,
employing a “vague, casual, even cynical phenomenology,” in
Camera Lucida.®

Upon looking at a photograph of Napoleon’s youngest
brother, Barthes states with amazement, “I am looking at eyes
that looked at the Emperor.” We discern here his desire to
believe in the alchemy of photographic presence. While look-
ing at the Winter Garden photograph—an old and faded
photograph of his mother as a young girl—Barthes finds in it
that quality that defined his mother throughout her life, “the
assertion of gentleness.” Barthes finds that the viewing of this
particular photograph initiates his own personal trauma—an
awareness that his mother was at one time present, and is now
dead. The famed semiotician allows this disturbance to infect
his analysis such that the photograph is read as more than an
object, rather, it is viewed in relation to both his body, and the
body of its subject (his mother). The photograph is perceived
as an embodied sign, but also as a corporeal form of knowl-
edge. For Barthes, this photograph achieves “the impossible
science of the unique being.”® He is seduced by the signifier,
mystified by what Andre Bazin calls the “mummy” of the
photograph—a “something there” that cannot be translated
and that makes the photograph indescribable.

The Winter Garden photograph is not reproduced in
Camera Lucida. Barthes excludes “his” photograph, mystifying
this umbilical image, when he states that “the Photograph—my
Photograph—is without culture”” I share Barthes’s “ontologi-
cal desire” to explore the contradictions that make the photo-
graph a unique form of knowledge. It is not my goal to argue
against the (re)mythification of “his” photograph by attribut-
ing its enigmatic qualities entirely to discursive effect, but to
explore the contradictions that have enabled the photograph to
persist as a technology of the self that allows us to look into the
image and see our own desires reflected back. The photograph’s
reference to a time past disturbs a synchronic analysis. It exists
as a perceptual object, but also defines a spatial relief, an
unfolding topography. Thus the photograph demarcates par-
ticular fields—locations that recombine the relations of nor-
mative space and time, operating to mark, inhibit and open
onto sites of discontinuous desire.

When Barthes states that the photograph “always leads the cor-
pus I need back to the body I see” he points to the reversibility of
the photograph.® Because it both touches and is touched, because
it exists within perception and because it is an extension that
reaches out to the same sun that kissed the emperor, the photo-
graph touches us. Barthes emphasizes the fact that the photo-
graph begins and ends at the body, yoking the image and desiring
gaze. In order to understand photography’s corporeal resistance
to being understood as an entirely discursive effect, we must turn
to the photograph itself, its banal and obstinate surface, and its
madness, the hallucinatory interval produced through the photo-
graph’s relationship to an obtuse third meaning.

The photograph seems to be “without a code” and yet relies
upon a familiar, naturalized system of signification. Now, with
the advent of digital imaging—a technology that replaces the
photograph as an efficient commercial medium and vehicle of
information—the photograph is becoming recognizable inas-
much as it differs from this new medium. When Paul
Delaroche exclaimed “from today painting is dead” approxi-
mately 150 years ago, he marked that particular historical
moment when the discovery of photography annihilated and
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liberated painting. This exclamation anticipated the perceptu-
al changes that photography brought to bear on painting. The
death of painting meant its liberation from description. Thus,
the painted image no longer needed to fulfill the burden of
realism—the communication of information through resem-
blance. Painting was both “dead” as a viable commercial medi-
um, and liberated to “art for art’s sake.” The photograph, like
painting before it, is now dead. It is an object of art historical
contemplation. This is, however, both a death and a birth, for
the photograph emerges as a thing in itself.

And what is a photograph? The perception of the photo-
graph as an accurate witness to an event depends upon the sin-
gle fraction of a second when light-sensitive emulsion is
grazed by light. The mystical and theological implications of
such a moment are what give the photograph its value as a wit-
ness, almost as if it were the Gaze itself. In his essay “The
Ontology of the Photographic Image” Bazin states that “pho-
tography does not create eternity, as art does, it embalms
time.”® Bazin suggests that there are qualities particular to the
photograph by which it refers to reality; the photograph is an
index, a mummy, a fossil that bears in it a trace of that to
which it refers. In this sense, the photographic portrait is
indexically related to its referent as it “embalms” the subject
standing before the camera. This is what makes the photo-
graph a message without a code—more a moment of contact
than a language. Our scientific faith in the photographic
process as alchemical witness invests (or degrades) the photo-
graph with such visual capital that its magic, when trans-
formed into evidence, becomes banal.

Throughout history the anxiety produced by the photo-
graph’s sharp detail and simulacral properties (what Allan
Trachtenberg describes as “too uncanny to be understood as
just another copy of the world”) trailed ghost-like behind pro-
nouncements of its scientificity. Early accounts often note the
viewer’s frightened and amazed response to the life-like image.
In 1912 Sadikichi Hartmann wrote of the daguerreotype:

What a strange effect, this silvery glimmer and mirror-like sheen! Held
toward the light, all substance seems to vanish from the picture: the high-
lights grow darker than the shadows, and the image of some gentlemen in
a stock or some lady in a bonnet and puffed sleeves appears like a ghostlike
vision. Yet as soon as it is moved away from’ ‘the light and contemplated
from a certain angle, the image reappears, the mere shadow of a counte-
nance comes to life again.'® ‘ .
The daguerreotype positions the viewer in a particular relation-
ship to its surface, evoking a sense of presence as the image lit-
erally emerges. The “ghostlike vision” is produced when the cor-
rect angle of light and eye animates the darkly etched line into a
bright likeness. Yet the wonder that the photograph inspired in
its early years is not merely a record of the cultural shock
induced by the introduction of a new technology. Although the
burden of realism—to provide likenesses, illustrate commercial
goods and act as proof of identity—soon limited the scope of its
form, the peculiarities of the photographic process were keenly
felt. Today, in the wake of the digital image, the photograph is
again an object of curiosity. The contradictory nature of the
photograph contributes to our reading of it, as Hartmann did,
as a “shadow of a countenance come to life again.”

Augustine (c. 1876) by M. P. Régnard.

Chicken, from the Being and Having series (1991) by Catherine Opie.

Photographing Hysteria: Hystericizing Photography

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, photography’s
ability to record a fraction of time was employed to capture
the writhing body of the hysteric. Not unlike Hartmann’s
amazed response to the daguerreotype, this historical event
brought both frustration and fascination. Although the body
of the hysteric was captured by film, the disease escaped visu-
al comprehension. In his effort to diagnose the disease, Dr.
Jean-Martin Charcot equipped the Salpétriere Hospital in
Paris with the new photographic technology. Yet even with the
aid of photography physicians were unable to trace the display
of “excessive femininity”—compulsion, theatrical swooning
and aphasia—to the body. This project was frustrated by the
fact that, as a disease of imitation, the hysteric emitted symp-
toms that were highly theatrical yet not diagnosable, resisting
a bodily referent. Specialists had two views of hysteria, either
as an irritation of the female sexual organs, or as mere play-
acting by women. Eventually, Charcot rejected both of these
diagnoses and proposed a third—that hysteria was induced by
suggestion, and thus mitigated by hypnosis. (This insight led
Sigmund Freud to depart from Charcot’s reliance upon visual
signs and to consider the psychological factors that influence
neurological disorders leading, eventually, to his discovery of
the “talking cure.”) Hysteria was ultimately an enigma of rep-
resentation: the visual sign seemed to have no direct relation-
ship to the body.!!

During Charcot’s famous Tuesday lectures at the Salpétriere
Hospital the hysterics were displayed and discussed by the
physicians. These sessions were vital, since, as Sander Gilman
notes “hysteria must be seen to have observable symptoms.”!?
In other words, medical observation is an integral component
contributing to the hysterical episode. Charcot spoke of his
weekly seminar as a “theatre” and his most performative
patients as his “stars.” His clinic became, as he said, “a ‘living
theatre’ of female pathology.” Patients were coached in their
performances for the camera, and, under hypnosis, were often
instructed to strike theatrical poses. One of Charcot’s most “tal-
ented” and well-known patients, the 15-year-old Augustine,
was featured in the Salpétriére’s journal Iconographies in vari-
ous postures, illustrating hysteria as if it were a stage play.

Elaine Showalter writes of such images that “where the
women themselves did not willingly throw themselves into
Ophelia-like postures, asylum superintendents, armed with
the new technology of photography, imposed the costume,
gesture, props, and expression of Ophelia upon them.” And of
Augustine in particular, that “[w]ith her white hospital gown
and flowing locks, [she] frequently resembles the reproduction
of Ophelia as icon and actress which had been in wide circula-
tion.”!? Showalter implies that Augustine is a performer. It is
even unclear whether there is an original disease underneath
the hysterical symptom or if imitation is the disease itself.
Georges Didi-Huberman writes that “[M]imesis is the hyster-
ical symptom par excellence. Hysteria, considered ‘like an art,
is the art and the mannerism of theatricality . . . and no the-
atricality would ever be able to equal such theatrics.”!* By this
account as well, the hysteric is, like the actress, one who
manipulates signs. Yet here the diagnostic project is aban-
doned; the relationship of body to sign remains enigmatic.

In Hysteria from Freud to Lacan (1989), Monique David-
Menard likens the dual aspect of hysteria, its physiological and
mimetic element, to “the dual aspect of the linguistic sign.” Yet
she notes that pain, which exists outside of language, “is
bracketed, as it were (not actually suppressed), so that the
object can be defined as signifiers, as systems of differential
abstract elements whose organization makes it possible to

build a description of the structure of language.”!* The body
does not disappear, nor does pain, when we read the body as a
sign. Rather, the referent is suspended when we read—as Didi-
Huberman ‘and Showalter do—hysteria as performative.
However, a return to the “real” body does not resolve the para-
dox either. The illusion of hysteria cannot be shattered by sep-
arating body and sign, for each term is imbedded in the other.
The theatricality of hysteria is not proof of its fraudulent
nature but, rather, that hysteria is a strategy of both imitation
and subversion—thus the hysteric has been read alternately as
victim and rebel.

Charcot’s Augustine, later dubbed the “pin-up girl”’6 of the
French Surrealists, attempted many escapes. The hospital’s last
entry concerning Augustine, dated September 9, 1880, notes
that she “escaped from the Salpétriere, disguised as a man”"?
Successfully recasting her role, Augustine disrupted Charcot’s
medical drama. Yet her gender disguise was both confessional
and confounding—Iless a transgression than a capitulation to
her medical inscription. Augustine escaped her containment by
entering into mimesis, by becoming the actress she was
coached to be.

Hysteria and the Postmodern Portrait
The photograph is both an icon and an index: both a resem-
blance and a trace of the thing to which it refers.!®* When the
indexical relationship to the referent is suspended—as in the
reading of the hysteric—the photograph is a questionable
document. Yet we still look to the photograph for its trace of
reality, we still hold it to a documentary standard even as we
suspect it of operating in bad faith. In the case of the post-
modern portrait, the artist utilizes the photograph’s “bad
faith” in order to interrogate the notion of a unified self. For
example, in Chicken (1991) by Catherine Opie, the tight crop-
ping, frontal face, flat lighting, bright ochre background and
the frame’s engraved brass title summon the authority of the
evidentiary photograph. Yet the figure’s patently false mus-
tache and goatee operate in opposition to such visual author-
ity. The artificiality of these details suggest that the sign of gen-
der (the mustache, the hair, the pose) and the photograph as
an index of gender is counterfeit. Yet this parody is enabled by
the fact that we lend credence to the photograph to begin with.
This photograph’s oscillation between believability and unbe-
lievability suggests that “Chicken” is both an effect of signifi-
cation and a body that once stood before the camera. In other
words, this image relies upon the nature of the photograph
(both index and icon) in order to present the figure as an
amalgamation of sign and body. The female model’s androgy-
nous face, wide freckled nose and left earring stand in contrast
to the “oriental” mustache and painted tear. Opie challenges
deterministic notions of identity by presenting stereotypical
signs of gender and ethnicity as props. Yet, as Opie herself has
stated, many unquestioningly read this photograph as a depic-
tion of a male figure. Is the effect of gender so easily produced?
Does this significatory effect constitute gender?!®

Judith Butler explores such issues of gender performativity
in Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity
(1990), further elaborating upon her theory in Bodies that
Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (1993). The term per-
formativity originates from J. L. Austin’s theory of speech acts.
Citing Austin, Butler states that “a performative is that discur-
sive practice that enacts or produces that which it names”?
Butler’s notion of performativity is influenced by Jacques
Derrida’s reading of Austin in “Signature Event Context,”
where he notes that a speech act is generally citational and
repeatable. For Derrida, the speech act is always within writing
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and thus “will never be through and through present to itself
and to its content.”?! Butler brings Derrida’s notion of perfor-
mativity to bear on the subject of gender in order to argue
“[t]hat the gendered body is performative suggests that it has
no ontological status apart from the various acts which consti-
tute its reality."?> According to Butler, the body produces gen-
der in its very iteration: thus there is “no doer behind the deed.”
Butler’s theory has enabled a more nuanced understanding of
gender and the way in which its boundaries are both instated
and challenged through our everyday acts. By doing so, her
work challenges essentialist notions of “woman” that have
haunted the feminist project from its inception. Furthermore,
the theory of gender performativity acknowledges specific tac-
tics of rebellion (with insight into the possible consequences of
such acts), thus providing a map for the future as well as a cri-
tique of the present.

In Bodies that Matter, Butler intends to prove that her notion
of gender performativity is within a discursive and material
framework. She refutes critics who decry her neglect of matter
by defining the practice of signification as “a process of mate-
rialization that stabilizes over time to produce the effect of
boundary, fixity, and surface we call matter,” summarizing this
argument by gesturing toward “the materiality of the signifier
itself?* Yet this notion of materiality makes it an effect of dis-
cursive formations. Unfortunately, this tells us nothing of
effects that exist outside of discourse. Whether we call this the
pre-discursive, the Real, madness, the situation or the body, it
comes to haunt the boundary, fixity and surface we call matter.
The material world provides friction to the seamless produc-
tion and execution of scripted acts. It is this friction that allows
fortuitous accidents and failed communication to haunt any
meaningful act.

Butler accounts for such fortuitous failures when she notes
that since the performative does not repeat uniformly and
invariably, “repetition never fully accomplishes identity”?* This
failure enables the construction of identities outside of the gen-
der norm. What permits this failure? Butler notes that the psy-
che is “that which both conditions and disables the repetitive
performance of identity.”? In the visual field, it is also the con-
ditions of the art situation that affect the seamless repetition of
regulatory norms. The particularities of the art object, the spa-
tial context, the temporality of the viewing situation and the
participation of the viewer resist a consistently uniform repeti-
tion. Thus the photograph does not merely cite and repeat
norms that pre-exist it, but exists as a particular and unique
object within a situation. Butler reminds us of the danger in
confusing the visual with the linguistic when she refutes
Catherine MacKinnon’s totalizing polemic against the porno-
graphic image: “She substitutes a set of linguistic imperatives
for the visual field, implying not only a full transposition of the
visual into the linguistic, but a full transposition of visual
depiction into an efficacious performative.”? Yet the theory of
performativity has been used in precisely this manner, reading
the visual field as if it were a text.

It is not within the scope of this essay to adequately consid-
er the performative nature of gender, but I will concentrate on
the application of this theory to the visual field.?” Many cultur-
al theorists have extended Butler’s argument concerning gender
to the representation of gender, claiming that the photograph
operates performatively. For example, Carole-Anne Tyler con-
cludes “Death Masks,” her catalog essay for the 1997
Guggenheim exhibit “Rrose is a Rrose is a Rrose: Gender
Performance in Photography,” by re-asserting Derrida’s defini-
tion of performativity and summarizing her application of this
notion to the realm of photography:

We are all minstrels. There is at once self-expression and self-alienation in
our self-images and the love objects that help define them. The voices of
the dead speak through us. We are condemned to use their words to repre-
sent the desire that we are, which is figured as the sense of something
behind our masks, or the difference between them, the death we mask with
life and its roles and fetishes.?®

Unfortunately, such descriptions loosely apply the notion of
performativity to the visual field, sounding trite and ambigu-
ously liberatory. We are not all minstrels. A close analysis of the
photograph disturbs such a sweeping, inclusive statement.

To return to Opie’s Chicken, we notice that the mustache, the
brass label and shallow representational space mime the iden-
tificatory portrait. Simultaneously, the photograph resists our
reading of it as entirely performative. Particular details—for
instance, the reflection in the eyes that mirrors a professional
light box—suggest a “doer behind the deed” and a precise
moment in time. In parody the photograph operates perfor-
matively; it cites a discursive norm and not an essential truth.
But, this photograph tends toward ambivalence; parody is
threatened by indexical fidelity. Chicken fluctuates between
these two poles.

Jennifer Blessing, curator of “Rrose is a Rrose is a Rrose,”
explains this polarity when she states that such photographs pro-
mote “a fantasy of total gender transformation, or, conversely,
allows the articulation of incongruity between the posing body
and its assumed costume.”?® This incongruity is employed by
Janine Antoni as a means to critique gender roles. Even a quick
glance at Antoni’s triptych Mom and Dad (1993) betrays the fig-
ures as fraudulent. The photographs mimic the family portrait—
a rectangular image with a dappled green background, flat light-
ing and two figures directly facing the camera. In the three pho-
tographs, Mom and Dad’s features are altered such that they
appear both as themselves and made up as each other. Blessing

explains that Antoni “con-
founds the gender distinction of
her parents”* Yet it seems that
the models’ features clearly con-
tradict their pose, makeup and
costume. (This is not “mother”
but a man with a wig.) This tells
us something about photogra-
phy but little regarding gen-
der—neither why it persists nor
why it matters—except, per-
haps, that it cannot be pho-
tographed. Antoni’s caricature
of the portrait, the family and
gender portrays a contradiction
at the heart of the performative
account of identity. Ironically,
by reducing gender to gesture,
and self to sign, Mom and Dad
demonstrates that although
identities are “constructed,’
they are also embodied, and
thus they matter.

Matthew Barney’s photo-
graph Away Gown (1991) is
not a critique of gender norms
(like Antoni’s Mom and Dad),
but revels in the instability of
the photograph itself. Away
Gown is presented as a docu-
ment of a performance that
we, the audience, never wit-
ness. Barney appears in drag in
a white bathing suit and wrap
(a “heat-formed prosthetic
plastic swimsuit”) while pan-
tomiming gestures associated
with football strategy, thereby

confusing the signs that sepa-
rate male and female, and thus
confounding our reading of
gender. Yet along with the drag persona, Barney exploits the
photograph’s ability to operate performatively. As in Cindy
Sherman’s well-known Untitled Film Still series, we look for
the referent, the real Barney, the real body, the site of the osten-
sible performance. When we cannot find it we are left with the
sense of uncertainty produced by an index without a trace—
like a stop sign without a road. Although Away Gown may be
more theatrical than absorptive, nhore iconic than indexical, it
relies upon the photograph’s suggestion of presence in order
to confound it. Barney’s employment of the photograph’s
capacity to hover between the truth of the index and the the-
atricality of the icon produces a kind of hysteria. Barthes
describes the photograph as a kind of madness: it trembles
between civility and fanatical desire. It is this madness and
ecstasy that Barney activates by disturbing the coherence of
the photograph.

Barney employs the mannerism of theatricality in order to
suspend the referent indefinitely, and thus travel beyond the
binary of transformation and incongruity. For Barney, identi-
ty is always a becoming and, consequently, perpetually
deferred. in the photograph CREMASTER 4: Loughton
Manual (1994), loosely based upon Barney’s Cremaster 4
video, he stars as the “Loughton Candidate.” (Cremaster refers
to the muscle that withdraws the male testes at the premoni-
tion of danger or fear. Thus we are presented with an image of
diminished, withdrawn or in some way altered masculinity.)
With the figure’s rabbit-like face, meticulous white suit and
limp hand resting on the horn of a goat, the image suggests a
mythological metamorphosis of the male figure. The fairies
that accompany the Loughton Candidate, depicted in several
of the photographs entitled CREMASTER 4: Fairie Field
(1994), disrupt the logic of gender as well. With their garish
display of male and female anatomy, the fairies represent a
third gender, which, like Barthes’s “third meaning,” disturbs
the binary of meaning. More a fissure of logic than an alterna-
tive, this third gender is expressed as a viscous space through
which, in the video, the Loughton Candidate literally falls.
This gelatinous space is communicated in the photographs
through both the plasticity of the fairies’ bodies and the syn-
thetic nature of the photograph itself. The photographs are
not printed on paper, but on a plastic base and are encased in
“self-lubricating” plastic frames. By emphasizing plasticity,
lubrication and artificiality, Barney neither displays the pho-
tograph as an original nor as a simulacrum, rather, it is but one
form within an unfolding morphosis. In The Knotted Subject:
Hysteria and its Discontents (1998), Elisabeth Bronfen notes
that “[i]n its resiliently protean quality, the language of hyste-
ria radically defies closure. The traumatic knowledge it seeks
to articulate obliquely is infinitely convertible.”3! Similarly,
Barney applies the language of hysteria to the photograph, as
well as the hysteria of the photograph to language, disturbing
the photograph as sign by emphasizing its mutability.

Since CREMASTER 4: Fairie Field is not a still from
Barney’s Cremaster 4 video, but based upon its narrative, and
since the previous image, Away Gown, is presented as a docu-
ment of a performance that we, the audience, never actually
view, the question emerges: to what does the photograph
refer? These projects shift from medium to medium (from
film to video to photography to sculpture to performance),

CREMASTER 4: Loughton Manual (1994) by Matthew Barney.

they refer loosely to each other, and to Barney’s own invented
symbols. Through perpetual mimicry the photographic refer-
ent is suspended.

Barney’s employment of the hysteria of the photograph
allows for an impish disruption of the terms of gender. Yet the
question of the original still looms behind the flickering shad-
ow-play of symptoms. Is there a body beyond the photograph?
Is gender subverted through such postmodern theatrics?
Barney does not attempt to reclaim “the body”: he remains
within the hysteric’s discourse, imitating an imitation, refusing
metaphysical resolution. But it is the photograph’s hysteria that
Barney utilizes in order to perplex masculinity. According to
Barthes, photographic madness is tamed by its domestication
in art and its banalization as evidence but he states that even
“such evidence can be a sibling of madness.” Using the photo-
graph’s madness, its bipolar oscillation, Barney’s photographs
challenge the sanity of such divisions. Between opposite
poles—art and evidence, the photograph and the self—post-
modernity looks for a deconstructive liberation. But we never
were entirely constrained, nor are we now free. (Perhaps this is
why “Chicken’s” painted tear still moves me.)

Barney’s artworks expose an enigma at the core of post-
structuralism: the relationship of the body to language, and by
extension, the issue of matter’s inscrutability, yet persistence, in
signifying practices. Stephen Heath argues that “to explain hys-
teria as ‘the problem of sexual identity’ is to miss and to contain
the struggle it represents, the resistance it marks against the
assumption of identity”3? This instability emerges as a rupture,
a “wound” or “prick” to the viewer. As Bronfen notes in her
reading of Camera Lucida, “[w]hat wounds [Barthes], as the
photograph broadcasts its message that something has been, is
that this spectral identification unsettles the interpellating
spectator in the narcissistic self-assurance of his survival: ‘Why
is it that I am alive here and now?*”>?

To discuss the hysteria of the photograph, and not merely
the photograph of hysteria, reverses a theoretical convention
whereby the photograph is brought into the discussion as an
illustration of a theory. Instead, I have proposed that the pho-
tograph has an ontology that is, at times, hysterical. Operating
in this manner, the photograph supports a theory of gender
performativity. But this effect, whereby the sign loses hold of its
referent, is neither proof nor disproof of identity. It does sug-
gest, however, that the materiality of the photograph itself is an
essential aspect of representation.

Postmodern thought generally emphasizes the discursivity
of identity while leaving to the side those elements of being
that exist before or outside of the text (such as madness, oral
history and the body). Thus the discussion often circles
around the object without entering into it. The photograph is
an index, the photograph is a resemblance; criticism circles
around this conundrum. Postmodern photography exploits
this paradox. But by entering into mimetic discourse, post-
modernism does not resolve the question of bodies or pres-
ence, it suspends it. In this sense, postmodernism is itself hys-
terical. When Barthes proclaims photography as the “impossi-
ble science of the unique being,” he pinpoints its most troubling
aspect. Photography’s relationship to time past bears theolog-
ical implications that are at odds with our contemporary the-
oretical tools—deconstruction, the historical episteme and
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notions of cultural construction. The photograph (and each in
its own manner) initiates a new form of knowledge that
departs from our philosophical notions of reality.

Mimesis, Animism, Contact
By expanding our notion of imitation, photography’s deviation
from our understanding of nature may be reconciled. The pho-
tograph is not merely a likeness; it bears a complex relationship
to the thing it resembles. As is suggested by Barthes’s account of
viewing the Winter Garden photograph, the image is touched
and touches. Yet only the image that is “for us” will pierce the
banality of the photograph. In such cases, the photograph is
animated, bearing its index like a double ended arrow that both
points away from its origin and toward its receiver.

As we know from Plato’s allegory of the cave, the photo-
graph acts as a copy that is nothing but a shadow of the object.
A copy is distinct from and secondary to the original. But a

Mom and Dad (1993) by Janine Antoni.

copy also carries within it the possibility of becoming a fetish,
an object invested with the spirit of that which it resembles.
Painting in particular falls prey to the world of appearances
thereby drawing the beholder away from the egsence of its sub-
ject. Andrew Benjamin explains that “[w]hat the painting can-
not present is the essential being of that which is presented.
What paintings are constrained to present therefore, is, using
the formulation of The Republic, ‘the appearance as it
appears.”** The photograph complicates this possibility, since
it operates as both imitation and as a trace of the thing imitat-
ed. Thus the photograph involves a “two-layered notion of
mimesis,” what Michael Taussig describes as both “a copying
or imitation, and a palpable, sensuous, connection between
the very body of the perceiver and the perceived.”* This may
help explain Barthes’s equivocation over the photograph. As a
critic, he suspends the photograph’s “sensuous connection” in
order to denaturalize the sign. As a son and a lover, Barthes
refuses to forego the photograph’s relationship to “the body of
the perceiver and perceived.” His relationship to the image is
contradictory. Barthes reminds us of the moment of looking,
and the “having-been-there,” the time of the object, by contin-
ually shifting his reading from the subject of the photograph
to its surface.

The surface, subject and viewer are brought together in the
notion of animism. Animism is the proximity (both spiritual
and physical) of subject to photograph, and of photograph to
viewer. When the image operates as an index it takes on the
qualities associated with the subject photographed. A photo-
graph of a loved one, for example, is hidden under the pillow or
carried in a locket around the neck. To be close to the photo-
graph is to be close to the person. In this manner, the photo-
graph acts as a messenger rather than a message.

Conversely, the photograph can be perceived as a hollow
imitation of the subject so that, as André Adolphe Disdéri, the
inventor of the carte-de-visite portrait noted, we see the actor
“where we believed we put the man.”* By refusing transparen-
cy the theatrical photograph beckons the viewer in much the
same way as Bertolt Brecht’s V-effects engage the audience
(Verfremdung, to “make strange”). This dislocation of repre-
sentational space emphasizes the surface of the photograph,
and in doing so, reveals the space between its surface and the
viewer. Rather than transporting the viewer to an “other” loca-
tion the theatrical photograph activates social space.

This technique is utilized in postmodern practices by
emphasizing the theatricality of the photograph. Yet what is
most distinct in, for instance, Sherman’s Untitled Film Still
series, is not its shattering of mimesis, its Brechtian distantia-
tion, but a mirroring ad infinitum. Here the photograph oper-
ates as a mise-en-abyme. Sherman stars as “Cindy Sherman” as
a black and white 1950s B-movie starlet. In Untitled Film Still
#4, (1978) the figure cautiously leans into a doorway, behind
which a long and unevenly lit hall suggests a horror narrative
that we immediately recognize. As we follow the image from
one reference to another (movie image, “Cindy Sherman,”
series, back to movie image), the photograph leads the viewer
from one referent to another.

The still image resonates with the narrative that it suggests.
This effects us precisely because the photograph’s imitative
property serves to make associations with a referent that is
itself mimetic (what Taussig calls “the mimesis of mimesis™).

Thus Untitled Film Still #4 is animated by “the filmic,” and not
by a particular film. This photograph resuscitates a particular
mode of perception that Walter Benjamin calls the “mimetic
faculty” In “Art in the Age of Mechanicai Reproduction,’
Benjamin argues that its reproducibility brings the photo-
graph near, which, as I have noted, is a kind of animism. The
photograph’s reproducibility does not shatter the aura but
replaces the aura of originality (distance) with that of intima-
cy (closeness). Taussig explains the relevance of the mimetic
faculty for a re-mystification of the signifier, a new means to
“animate” critical theory:

[I}f T am correct in invoking a certain magic of the signifier and what
Walter Benjamin took the mimetic faculty to be—namely, the compulsion
to become the Other—and if, thanks to new social conditions and new
techniques of reproduction (such as cinema and mass production of
imagery), modernity has ushered in a veritable rebirth, a recharging and

retooling the mimetic faculty, then it seems to me that we are forthwith
invited if not forced into the inner sanctum of mimetic mysteries where, in
imitating, we will find distance from the imitated and hence gain some
release from the suffocating hold of ‘constructionism’ no less than the
dreadful passive view of nature it upho[c*s.37

The mimetic faculty relates the sensuous qualities of the object
to the thing it resembles and thus complicates the notion of
performativity. For here, the image is not merely a sign, but,
like hysteria, a faculty that mobilizes “the compulsion to
become the Other”

Taussig notes that “[w]ith good reason postmodernism has
relentlessly instructed us that reality is artifice yet, so it seems
to me, not enough surprise has been expressed as to how we
nevertheless get on with living, pretending—-thanks to the
mimetic faculty—that we live facts, not fictions.”*® Here
Taussig complicates the notion of mimesis in order to save the
image from “constructionism,” whereby the mimetic object is
seen to have merely a discursive relationship to its object.
Animism suggests one way in which “mimetic mysteries” lead
us elsewhere, to imaginary sites and to other bodies. Since the
object is animated by that which it resembles, the two—image
and object—are intricately bound to each other. The mimetic
faculty allows us to perceive these relationships through imi-
tation; the photograph “ushers in a veritable rebirth” of the
mimetic faculty.

The indexical relationship brings the body of the viewer
into relationship with the body that animates the image. The
punctum, the perceived index, initiates a collision that is both
an association between bodies and a disruption of the studi-
um, the cultural codes that inform the photographic text. For
Barthes, the photograph brings him into contact with his
mother. This contact produces a trauma that ruptures the
photograph as myth, as a “second-order semiological system”
as cultural text and as discourse. Similarly, Bronfen likens hys-
teria to a significatory failure that she terms the “navel,” a trau-
matic site that exposes “the fragility of the body, the precari-
ousness of the image repertoire, and the fallibility of the sym-
bolic.”* Like the photograph’s punctum, the navel is starkly
indexical and challenges the coherence of meaning: it is this
site around which the hysterical display revolves.*’
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