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Abstract

This thesis forms the complementary writing for my practice-as-research project
“Affective Intentionalities: Practising Performance with Roland Barthes’s Camera
Lucida”. Working with Barthes’s 1980 book about photography, the project goes
beyond an application of Barthes’s ideas to creatively respond to Camera Lucida
through performance. The project approaches this through the following research
questions: What strategies might be useful for responding to Camera Lucida through
performance? What new insights does this contribute to theatre and performance
studies? What methodological contributions does this project make to the ways that

writing and performance can be thought together in a practice-as-research context?

This thesis, provides a critical context for the project by reviewing writing on Barthes
from media theory, comparative literature, art history and theatre studies; it critically
reflects on three performances made over the course of the PhD project: Involuntary
Memory (2015), Kairos (2016), and After Camera Lucida (2017); and it re-presents
photographic documentation and audience comments in a way that self-reflexively
stages them in relation to the practical work. This complementary writing gestures
towards the ways that the performances explored different inflections of performance
time, the ways that the live body captured a tension between semiotic meaning and
materiality and the relationships between the form of the performances and their ability

to produce affect.

These findings contribute to the overarching argument that a process of iterative
creative response to Camera Lucida has allowed an exploration of dramaturgies of the
body, time, affect and theatricality that open up the possibility of critically affective
and radically compassionate relations between performance works and their

audiences.

As such, this project will be of interest to theatre and performance researchers, scholars
of Barthes, and performance practitioners who are interested in the relationships
between affect and meaning, temporality, performance and photography, practice and

theory.
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Introduction

Falling into Photography: Why Roland Barthes’s Camera Lucida?

It was in 2012, while developing a trilogy of performances about falling, that I was
first introduced to Roland Barthes’s last book Camera Lucida: Reflections on
Photography.' What initially struck me about this little book about photography was
Barthes’s exploration of the emotional impact of images through the autobiographical
reflections on the death of his mother and his search to recognise her ‘essence’ in a
pile of old photographs. As I read the book for the first time, I felt like Barthes was
articulating the pain I felt when looking at pictures of my own mother, who died when

[ was 14.

I was also interested in Barthes’s concept of the punctum—the emotionally bruising,
affective detail of a photograph that breaks through the field of signification to prick
or wound the viewer. At the time I was making Death Jump, a devised solo
performance mapping and responding to a series of dangerous jumps over the last
hundred years, and I was interested in exploring the visceral qualities of the live
performing body through exhaustive movement, staged acts of falling, and nudity.?
Although initially I found Barthes’s punctum useful for what it contributed to my
thinking on photographic images of falling, there seemed to be a productive crossover
in thinking of the ways that the concept of the punctum might also help to understand

moments in performance where live bodies are affectively bruising.

Following Death Jump 1 was keen to engage more directly with Barthes’s melancholic
reflections in Camera Lucida and so as part of the same trilogy, I developed a
performance lecture about images of falling bodies that I titled The Punctum, after
Barthes concept. The performance weaved together an introduction to Barthes’s
photographic theory, a series of live staged falls, and a photograph of my mother to
stand in for Barthes’s absent Winter Garden Photograph (Figure 1).? I was pleased with

the resulting piece of work but felt that the lecture performance format relied too

! Barthes’s book was first published in 1980 in the original French version as La Chambre Claire:
Note sur la photographie.

2 A trailer for the performance can be viewed at: https://vimeo.com/96322486

3 A video version of this piece that I made with video artist Kim Beveridge can be viewed at:
https://vimeo.com/99376365




2 Affective Intentionalities

heavily on explanations of theoretical concepts rather than attempts to embody or

explore them through practical doing.

These initial encounters with Barthes also led to a more focused search for writing on
his book in theatre and performance scholarship. Of course, Camera Lucida is
referenced in performance books that deal specifically with photography such as
Peggy Phelan’s Unmarked (1994), Rebecca Schneider’s Performing Remains (2011),
Dominic Johnson’s Theatre & The Visual (2012), and Joel Anderson’s Theatre &
Photography (2015). However, I was also interested in work that adopted Barthes’s
concept of the punctum as a strategy for analysing affect in the experience of watching
live theatre and performance (such as Bottoms 1999 & 2007; Bleeker 2008; Duggan
2012). For these authors, the punctum’s effects in performance seem to occur when
the ‘reality’ of live bodies draw attention to their material presence in a way that breaks
the field of representation. I felt that there was sometimes something missing in the
above examples, however—as if these acts of applying Barthes’s term to performance

lost something in the process of naming.

Despite the increasing interest in Barthes’s book in the field of theatre and performance
studies, I was also surprised at the lack of research in the field that explored Camera
Lucida from a practitioner’s perspective, working with Barthes from within the
medium of performance.* Given that the theatrical event is often defined as an
encounter between bodies—and a fascination with such encounters is something that
continually recurs in Barthes’s late work—it seemed appropriate to return to Camera
Lucida through an embodied process of devising performance. Through foregrounding
and reflecting on the performing body in my practice I have been able to explore a
constellation of ideas that resonate between Camera Lucida and my performances and
include considerations of presence and absence, sensuality, the ecstatic body, gesture,

stillness and movement, vulnerability, the pose, neutrality, and pensiveness.

4 An interesting example of this in photography practice is Esther Teichmann’s practice-based PhD
“Falling into Photography: On Loss Desire and the Photographic” (2011), in which Teichmann’s
photographic works are deeply influenced by, and imbued with, the punctum’s affects. Also worthy of
mention in relation to performance is Dickie Beau’s response to Camera Lucida at the Barbican (see
Beau 2014) and Berlin-based artist Lars Hering’s work Henriette Barthes: In Reference To (2015)—
for which Hering interviewed international Barthes experts asking them to describe their imagined
version of the Winter Garden Photograph.



Figure 1 - The Punctum (2013) GENERATORPYrojects, Dundee.
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If the live body seems an appropriate site to explore and extend these aspects of
Camera Lucida then this is supported by a small section from Hans-Thies Lehmann’s
original German version of Postdramatic Theatre (that did not make it into the
abridged English version). Lehmann applies the concept of Barthes’s punctum to the
body’s physicality in performance, writing that “postdramatic theatre leads the
audience towards the punctum: the opaque visibility of the body, its unconceptual,
maybe trivial particularity that one cannot name, the idiosyncratic grace of someone’s
walk, gestures, the way they move their hands, the proportions of their body, the
rhythm of their movements, their face” (Lehmann 1999, 368-369).5 And yet, as
Timothy Scheie argues in his excellent book on Barthes and theatre, there is an
important distinction between the figurative and absent bodies in Barthes’s writing on
photography and the stubborn corporeality of the live performer’s presence that
“unsettles [Barthes’s] thought” so much that he gives up writing about live
performance (Scheie 2006, 64). Putting the body back into Barthes, then, through
performance responses to Camera Lucida, is a most apt methodology to explore these
ideas from within an embodied practice and to reflect on them in writing in relation to

theatre and performance studies.

Dis-locating the punctum, responding to Barthes

Initially, I planned to approach Barthes’s book by attempting to directly adapt the
punctum as a compositional tool for exploring affectivity in performance. What
became apparent during the research process, however, was the very impossibility of
such an approach. While the punctum’s formal characteristics can be mapped to an
extent in Barthes’s work—through the poignant detail, the erotic charge, the temporal
structures of the photograph—his descriptions of the punctum emphasise its
unnameable and unlocatable qualities through a series of slippery definitions and
contradictions. Any attempt to fix the punctum’s meanings by explicitly locating it in
theatre and performance practices therefore appears at odds with Barthes’s project in
Camera Lucida: to retain the punctum’s affective force by resisting a scholarly desire
to fix its meaning, instead focussing on aspects of its shifting nature, its latency, and
its status outside the rational codes of language and culture. As Barthes writes in his

reflections on the punctum, “what I can name cannot really prick me” (CL, 51).

3 Translation by Cara Berger.
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What became a more productive approach over the course of my PhD project was an
associative method of creative response to Barthes’s book. As such, this project shifted
from an attempt to explore the punctum, as a compositional tool and theoretical
concept, to working with Camera Lucida as a potentially generative guide or implicit
set of instructions for making performance. As a result, this thesis unavoidably offers
readings of Camera Lucida, reflects on the punctum, on Barthes’s writing and his
thoughts on photography but only insofar as these reflections have been necessary in
a critically engaged process of creative response. The main focus of this project has

been Camera Lucida as a starting point for devising performance.

I have conceptualised this process as one of practising with Camera Lucida, where
‘with’ suggests more than merely applying Barthes’s ideas to performance but a
thinking and practising in proximity to Barthes that seeks to extend his ideas on bodies,
on absence and presence, affect, time, loss and the performative and theatrical aspects
of images from within a performance practice. Specifically, the project explores this
inquiry through the following research questions: What strategies might be useful for
responding to Camera Lucida through performance? What new insights does this
contribute to theatre and performance studies (specifically regarding the thinking and
practising of bodies, time, affect and theatricality)? What methodological
contributions does this project make to the ways that writing and performance can be

thought together in a practice-as-research context?

Why my body? Solo Performance, Autobiography and Affective
Intentionalities

I would locate my performance practice somewhere between the forms of
contemporary performance and live art and would place it in relation to a loose
generation of artists whose work has emerged in the DIY live art and performance
scene of the UK (at festivals such as Buzzcut, Forest Fringe, Fierce, SPILL festival
and In Between Time with graduates from contemporary performance courses in

university theatre departments and drama schools across the UK).¢

¢ As well as the Theatre Studies course at the University of Glasgow, of which I am a graduate, I am
thinking of courses such as the Contemporary Performance Practice course at the Royal Conservatoire
of Scotland, the Advanced Theatre Practice course at Royal Central School of Speech and Drama,
courses such as the Performance course at Leeds Beckett University and the Contemporary Theatre
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While wary of generalising this work, there are nevertheless recurring techniques and
dramaturgical approaches which often involve the weaving of personal or
autobiographical material, poetic and performative text, striking visual images,
movement/choreography and durational task-based action—as well as the use of a
variety of forms such as one-to-one, durational performance, performance
installations, in addition to more conventional studio theatre performances. These
elements can be found in (some but not all of) the work of artists such as Nic Green,
Peter McMaster, Jo Bannon, Selina Thompson, Hannah Sullivan, Ira Brand, Rosana
Cade, Jo Hellier. These artists sometimes perform solo and sometimes with other
artists but they often perform in their own work—in other words they are both the
‘authors’ and performers of the work. While this is a slightly different strand of
practice to the kind of autobiographical performance that Deirdre Heddon charts in her
2008 book—which places more emphasis on the autobiographical narrative(s) of the
performer as story or testimony (in the work of Spalding Gray, Tim Miller, Bobby
Baker, Lisa Kron, for example)—the artists cited above tend to blend autobiography
and personal experience with more theatrical, expressive, metaphorical or live time-
based encounters. In some ways, then, this work merges the kind of practices discussed
by Heddon, with the montage like dramaturgical approaches of contemporary devising
companies like Goat Island, Forced Entertainment and Lone Twin (where the

performers are also often performing as versions of themselves).

Working with similar techniques and approaches, I arrived at this project having
developed three solo performances as part of The Death Jump Series, mentioned at the
start of this introduction. In the first of these three performances, Death Jump, 1 was
interested in using my own performing body to destabilise some of the mythologies of
success and mastery around the showman figure and the male artist. One key reference
point for this piece was Yves Klein and his Anthropometry paintings from the early
1960s—in which he painted nude female models in his trademarked International
Klein Blue and, under his direction, they imprinted their bodies onto canvases. In

reference to these early action paintings Klein remarked:

Personally, I would never attempt to smear paint over my own body and
become a living brush; on the contrary, I would rather put on my tuxedo

and Performance course at Manchester Metropolitan University, and graduates from Dartington
College of Arts up until its incorporation into the University of Falmouth in 2010, among others.
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and wear white gloves. I would not even think of dirtying my hands with
paint. Detached and distant, the work of art must complete itself before my
eyes and under my command. Thus, as soon as the work is realised, I stand
there—present at the ceremony, immaculate, calm, relaxed, worthy of it
and ready to receive it as it is born into the intangible world. (Klein in Jones
1994, 561)

In Death Jump 1 hoped to challenge this idea of the detached and distant artist through
embodied acts such as re-enacted jumps, exhaustive movement sequences, downing
cans of Red Bull, and a final Anthropometry painting of my own in which I covered
my naked body in paint and made prints on the back wall of the performance space
(Figure 2). This performance attempted to challenge Klein’s approach to action
painting by putting my own body at risk, by presenting it in an exposed or vulnerable

state (i.e. not masked by a tuxedo and white gloves).’

At the start of my PhD project, then, I was interested in continuing this destabilising
of male subjectivities through risk, exposure and the vulnerability of the body of the
male artist—what Amelia Jones has identified as the “queer feminist gesture” of the
performance practices of male artist Ulay (which, according to Jones, is activated in
the work through a “vulnerability, generosity and reciprocity” that opens up “his
body/image to the relationality of interpretation and identification” [Jones 2015, 1-
2&16]). As I began to respond to Barthes’s book in more depth and complexity, as
both artist/author and performer, it became apparent that this approach was well suited
to Barthes’s personal method in Camera Lucida, one that he describes as approaching
photography with an “affective intentionality”—a view of the photograph that is
“steeped in desire, repulsion, nostalgia, euphoria” and an approach in which he would
keep with him “like a treasure, my desire or my grief” (CL, 21). While Barthes uses
“affective intentionality” to describe a mode of analysis, rather than a creative act, he
also keeps his grief and his desire with him in his writing: Barthes puts himself at risk,
in a sense, he makes himself vulnerable to the affective gaze of the reader and this is

an aspect that continually recurs in my performances that could not have been explored

7 Interestingly Amelia Jones argues that Klein is actually sending up the kind of performed masculinity
of artists like Jackson Pollock through exaggeration, display and theatricality (see Jones 1994 & 1998).
Also Klein does arguably put his body at risk in his Leap Into the Void performance/photograph from
1960, which was another key reference point for Death Jump. However, there is still a problematic
tension between the immaculately dressed Klein and his nude female models who become ‘brushes’,
mere conduits for transmitting Klein’s ‘artistic genius’.



Figure 2 - Death Jump (2013) Buzzcut, The Glue Factory, Glasgow.
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in the same way had I been directing other performers. Affective intentionality, then,
at once describes my process of responding to Barthes’s book, it captures how I have
approached personal material such as family photographs and home movie footage
and it suggests ways that the audience may have been encouraged to encounter my

performances.

Of course, as Deirdre Heddon remarks “creative practices are always informed by who
we are, as subjects embodied in time and space, with our own cultures and histories”
and yet she charts examples in performance where “the ‘author’ and ‘performer’
collapse into each other as the performing ‘I’ is also the represented ‘I’”” (Heddon 2008,
8). However, this ‘autobiographical pact’ between performer and audience (that
performer and author are the ‘same person’) is slightly more implicit in the works I
have made for this PhD as my own experience of loss has often been a subtext to the
performances which are framed on the surface as an exploration of Barthes’s book. In
this sense there is a kind of complex layering, or superimposition, of Barthes’s
autobiography onto my own and a subsequent weaving of subjectivities, bodies,
autobiographies—a relationality that feels particularly fitting for exploring the way
Barthes implicates the reader in the deeply personal, vulnerable autobiographical
performances of family, love and loss in Camera Lucida. As Heddon writes,
autobiographical performance often becomes ‘“auto/biography” and “the ‘I’ that
performs and is performed is often strategically complex and layered” (Heddon 2008,

8) and this is as true of my performances as it is of Barthes’s writing.

There are some limitations and tensions involved in this approach of course. As the
performer of my own work I could not experience the images I created for the
audience, other than through video and photographic documentation of my rehearsal
process and the resulting performances. This is one reason why photographs and
audience response have been key methods of my critical reflection, an approach that I
discuss in more detail in the Methodology section of this chapter. There has also been
a tension, at times, in the process of devising material based on my own personal
experiences of loss and then translating that to an encounter for the audience in which,
in their subjective experience of the images and a/effects of the work, they may not
identify with my experience. In other words, the location of the audience’s individual

punctum will inevitably differ from mine (this is one of Barthes’s definitions of the
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punctum and the reason why he does not show us the Winter Garden Photograph—*it
exists only for me. For you, it would be nothing but an indifferent picture... in it, for
you, no wound” [CL, 73]). Despite this, I have been encouraged by Stephen Bottoms’s
application of the punctum to the work of performance company Goat Island when he
states that “though the particular point of ‘wounding’ may be different for each
spectator, the experience occurs within a temporal landscape that has been carefully

structured to facilitate such responses” (Bottoms and Goulish 2007, 58).

These are also tensions that Barthes himself explores in Camera Lucida. While he
describes the three-way relationship between photographer (operator), the viewer
(spectator) and photographed subject (spectrum), he is also attempting to
communicate something of his personal experience of loss from author (or narrator) to
reader. In writing the photograph Barthes is posing for the reader, he is putting himself
on display and becoming both spectrum and operator—setting up an intersubjective
relationship between himself (as author/subject) and the reader (spectator/audience
member). Katja Haustein has made similar observations when she argues that Barthes
uses the autobiographical form in Camera Lucida in order to explore pity as a form of
suffering with and in an attempt to go beyond the self to open up a compassionate
relation to the other (Haustein 2015). In developing my performances, I have similarly
approached my own autobiography as a starting point to explore complex relationships

between author/performer and audience.

Structure of the thesis

Following a short section that reflects in more detail on my practice-as-research
methodology, Chapter One: Camera Lucida in Context locates Barthes’s book in
relation to critical writing on Camera Lucida from the disciplines of media theory,
comparative literature, art history and theatre studies. This chapter scopes out a space
from which the critical reflections of the subsequent chapters extend, while also
supporting my rationale for exploring Barthes’s text through performance practice.
Chapter One approaches Barthes from many angles in order to situate Camera Lucida
simultaneously affer structuralism, between deconstruction, psychoanalysis and
phenomenology, and at the start of the turn to affect. In doing so, I hope to locate
Barthes’s text as a crucial interlocutor in the development of ideas on theatre and

performance theory and practice since the 1980s.
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The three chapters that follow this initial context section critically reflect on my three
performances: Involuntary Memory (2015); Kairos (2016); and After Camera Lucida
(2017). The chapters weave together exegesis and reflections on the practice with
theoretical writing and documentation of the performances (in the form of photographs
and audience responses). Each critical reflection chapter aims to respond to and re-
present aspects of the formal qualities of the performances: Chapter Two:
“absolutely, irrefutably present, and yet already deferred”, works with the relation
between index cards and photographs, that I used in Involuntary Memory, to present
the performance documentation and audience responses as a partial re-performance of
the piece; Chapter Three: “the body in... the limb as it performs”, employs a
similar structuring device to Kairos by developing the reflections around a series of
one-word figures; and Chapter Four: “a denatured theatre”, responds to the two-
part structure of both Camera Lucida and my performance After Camera Lucida to
underline the compositional aspects of Barthes’s studium and punctum as,

respectively, a telling and a showing of affect.

My use of photographic documentation in this thesis is in part pragmatically
illustrative. Much like the informational detail of Barthes’s studium, 1 hope to show
the reader what the performance looked like at specific moments, what I was wearing,
what pose I was in. To this end, the thesis is also accompanied by an online appendix
that contains video documentation of each performance and can be found at

https://practisingwithbarthes.wordpress.com/.

However, I have also thought carefully about how the selection and presentation of
images in this thesis might playfully respond to the relationships between images and
text found in Camera Lucida. Sometimes Barthes’s photographs are illustrative, such
as when he is demonstrating the co-presence of two elements in Koen Wessing’s
Nicaragua photograph (CL, 22-23). At other times he presents images with no
comment, as in Daniel Boudinet’s Polaroid (1979) that appears at the start of the
original French edition of the book. Perhaps most famously, Barthes’s Winter Garden
Photograph, of his mother as a child, is not shown at all. As a result, Barthes sets up
an extremely playful and performative relationship that invites the reader to drift
between text and image. I have attempted to be similarly playful in each critical

reflection chapter in an attempt to approach aspects of Barthes’s punctum through
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form—a method that I discuss in more detail in my methodology section and which I

subsequently highlight in each chapter that performance documentation appears.

As the three performances discussed in this writing were made in each year of my PhD
project, they also evidence my research process—capturing the ways in which my
practice/thinking progressed in each iteration of performance work. As such, there is
a general movement in the performances, and in my subsequent writing, fowards
complexity and originality; the cumulative journey of making all three works
evidences the findings presented in my conclusion. One drawback of this structure is
that there is, arguably, an unavoidable linear chronology to the thesis that might
sometimes appear at odds with the more radical temporalities discussed in the writing.
However—echoing the nature of Barthes’s palinodic structure in Camera Lucida
(where the second part retracts or retreats from the ideas set up in the first)—rather
than a linear chronology from a to b, I have thought of this thesis as an iterative turning
around of ideas on time, absence and presence, materiality and semiotic meaning,

thinking and feeling.

My iterative/cumulative method has allowed each performance to start from a re-
reading of Camera Lucida as my ideas and strategies for making performance have
developed. Therefore, the first performance, Involuntary Memory, focused on how to
perform a book about photography by making performance in response to Barthes’s
encounter with the photograph of his mother and ideas of photographic performance.
The performance allowed me to reflect on concepts of absence and presence, textual
fragmentation, duration and the maternal. For my second-year performance, Kairos, |
contextualised my readings of Camera Lucida in relation to Barthes’s earlier work on
meaning and I developed a devising process that adapted Barthes’s use of figures in
order to respond creatively to his book. This performance enabled me to think about
the grain of the body in performance, the haiku, the qualitative time of kairos and
pensiveness in performance. Finally, my third-year performance, After Camera
Lucida, directly adopted the autobiographical methods and approaches of Camera
Lucida by attempting to stage family movie footage of my mother holding me as a
baby. The performance took place on the 19" century stage of the Citizens Theatre in
Glasgow in an attempt to literally return Barthes to the theatre and to respond to

Camera Lucida’s implicit theatricality. The piece also led to insights around the



Introduction 5

relationship between form and feeling, the suspension of movement in the pose, the

use of light and colour, and the idea of theatre space as mother.

The discussions that take place in the following chapters reflect on the key findings
from this project: that through strategies of iterative creative response to Camera
Lucida 1 have put dramaturgies of the body, time, affect and theatricality into practice
in ways that have opened up the possibility of a critically affective and radically

compassionate relationship between a work and its audience.






Methodology

A Practice-as-Research Methodology

A key aspect of my project has been about positioning practical performance making
as a leading method of inquiry and situating the performances themselves as evidence
of that inquiry. This methodological approach draws on definitions of practice-as-
research in theatre and performance studies. In the following writing, I will outline my
research process drawing on discussions of practice-as-research and focussing on my
methods of devising as creative response, critical reflection and the staging of

documentation.

My PhD project has been designed to facilitate an iterative process of doing and
reflecting, an approach that is explored in much of the literature on practice-as-
research methodologies (such as Trimingham 2002; Smith and Dean 2009; and Nelson
2013). Generally, this is a process that eschews the idea of research as a linear
progression from question to answer and instead foregrounds the appropriateness of
cyclical processes to artistic research. John Freeman, borrowing from Action Research
methods, defines the use of the word iterative in relation to practical research as “a
process of planning wherein key elements of practice are regularly reviewed by the
student, often in moments of reflection in action. Any insights gained are subsequently
used to shape the next step in the work” (Freeman 2010, 68). Similarly, Nelson calls
for practice-as-research methodologies as an “iterative process of ‘doing-reflecting-

reading-articulating-doing’” (Nelson 2013, 32).

I have structured my process around three performance works, one in each year of the
PhD. The first piece, Involuntary Memory was shown in May 2015; the second, Kairos
in April 2016; and the third piece After Camera Lucida in May 2017. Each of these
strands of practice was informed by initial stages of reading that preceded work in the
studio and was followed by a period of critical reflection and written articulation. This
written reflection sought to contextualise the practice and draw out tentative findings
in order to feed in to the next strand of practical studio-based research. After each stage
of practice, I returned to my research questions and adapted or refined them based on
the preceding process of practice and reflection. These methods echo Melissa

Trimingham’s model of practice-as-research as a “hermeneutic-interpretative spiral”
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where “progress is not linear but circular” and where the researcher constantly returns

to their original entry point “but with renewed understanding” (Trimingham 2002, 56).

As with most creative processes, though, the neatly divided sections of reading,
practice, reflection and articulation were not as easily separated as is suggested above.
My reading directly prompted ideas for practice ‘in the moment of reading’ and I read
and reflected while I was making work (I had a table of ‘academic’ books at the side
of the rehearsal room and would refer to them often in the devising process). Similarly,
the articulation of my developing ideas took place both in the critical reflections,
written after the practice, but also in the ongoing process of notes and syntheses that I
would write up and share with my supervisors. This kind of structure, prompted by
researching through practice, is captured in John Freeman’s definition of performance
practice processes as “messy’”’ and “unpredictable” (Freeman 2010, 81). This is also
echoed in Trimingham’s idea of the “disorderliness” of creative processes
(Trimingham 2002, 56) and Robin Nelson’s identification of the “playful, erratic”
methods of practice-as-research (Nelson 2013, 30). Nelson acknowledges the
“improvisatory” nature of much studio practice and, similarly to Trimingham, argues
for a research process that can balance messy creative processes with the rigour of
traditional research methods, “that an open and playful approach to creative process
might be offset by aims, objective and a timeline” (45). Throughout my research
project, I have paid careful attention to the balancing of what Hazel Smith and Roger
Dean refer to as “goal-oriented” and “process-driven” research methods (Smith and
Dean 2009, 23): defining research questions, setting milestones; but also, allowing the
practice to lead the research and revising my inquiry based on the outcomes of the

practical work.

Another iterative aspect of the project has been my annual re-reading of Barthes’s
book. At the start of each stage of practical devising work, I brought Camera Lucida
into the studio and re-read it, considering its function as a devising stimulus (rather
than as a theoretical text). Following Kate Briggs’s work in creative writing, adopting
this method allowed me to approach Camera Lucida as “an unstated instruction or set
of instructions”: to consider Barthes’s book as a guide or an implicit set of instructions
for making performance (Briggs 2015, 121). Ultimately, the tensions that have arisen

from responding to Barthes’s writing through performance have offered productive
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implications for contemporary discussions within theatre and performance studies,
while reflecting back on Camera Lucida in illuminating ways. In the following
sections, I would like to expand on my encounter with Barthes’s book by outlining
three aspects of my process that opened up a space for the development of a praxis—
in Nelson’s terms, theory and practice “imbricated within each other” (Nelson 2013,
63)—these are, devising as creative response, critical reflection and the staging of

documentation.

Practising with Barthes: devising as creative response

In Briggs’s article “Practising with Roland Barthes” (2015) she reflects on the task of
translating Barthes’s lecture course The Preparation of the Novel and her subsequent
use of these lectures in a creative writing class at Paris College of Art. Briggs argues
for translation as a “productive practice” that “is its own way of doing research, of
arriving at new knowledge of the work in question: knowledge that springs from the
translator’s speculative inquiry into the manner of its making”. For Briggs, translation
is a “loving distortion” that begins by “unmaking” a work in order to extend it (128-
129). My research is, in a similar way to Briggs, an experiment in practising with
Barthes in a process that productively unmakes and extends the work. However, unlike
Briggs’s task of translating Barthes into another language, my own speculative inquiry
is not the attempt to directly translate Camera Lucida into performance, but (following
from Goat Island co-founder and performer Matthew Goulish) a version of creative

9 6

response, which “proliferates,” “multiplies out” from “miraculous (exceptional,
inspiring, unusual, transcendent, or otherwise engaging) moment[s]” that I encounter

in Barthes’s text (Bottoms and Goulish 2007, 211).

When 1 describe Barthes’s book as an implicit set of instructions for making
performance I also have in mind something akin to Lin Hixson’s use of directives as
director of Goat Island. The company have described their creative process as “a series
of directives and responses” (Bottoms and Goulish 2007, 131). Hixson starts by
producing a directive in the form of “a phrase or sentence, a question, a collage of
images, a specific task”. The performers then create performative responses, which
they present back to the group and Hixson “responds to these responses” by either:
producing more directives; combining and organising material into sequences;

submitting her own performance material; or some combination of the above. The
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performers then present new responses in response to the new material (Lewis 2005,
262-3). This approach can be thought of as a heightened version of Smith and Dean’s
“process-driven” research model: a method “directed towards emergence... the
generation of ideas which were unforeseen at the beginning of the project” (Smith and
Dean 2009, 23). I have allowed something of the process-driven methods of Goat
Island to impact upon my approach by working with directives, by keeping my
research question(s) as open as possible and by letting the practical outcomes lead the

direction of the research.

As mentioned above, at the start of each stage of devising I re-read Camera Lucida in
search of the instructions that it might give me as a performance maker. Influenced by
Hixson’s approach, I set myself a series of directives by extracting and developing

ideas derived from Barthes’s book. Some of these included the following:

create a list of unspeakable things

do a corpse impression

create a pensive image

stage a missed encounter

make a compilation of gestures about your mother

assemble a choreography of poses

make the image speak in silence

create a mad image

perform a sequence that lingers

slow down time
To develop a series of instructions from a text like this does not apply theoretical ideas
to practice—and it does not produce rational knowledge or arguments—but it layers
ideas in the production of something new. It supports John Freeman’s definition of
creative practice as something “problem-creating” (rather than the traditional
“problem-solving” function of research) as it complicates the text, instead of

attempting to explain or understand it (Freeman 2010, 81).

Sara Jane Bailes writes about how Goat Island’s process—of making material by
responding to directives—is about transforming an idea from the imaginative to the
concrete realm. In discussing the company’s impossible task exercise, Bailes evokes
Nelson’s concept of praxis. She writes that “through the simple act of translating an
instruction from a written to a performed event, the distinction between the critical and
the creative (between theory and practice) begins to dissolve, and, in effect, ‘doing

thinking” begins” (Bailes 2011, 111). However, the move of an idea in devising
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processes, from imaginative to concrete, is not as straight-forward as Bailes suggests.
Using the example of one of Hixson’s directives to “create a shivering homage,” Laura
Cull argues that while the directives are instructive, they are also “articulated in a
poetic form that leaves them open to multiple forms of response” (Cull 2013, 43). So,
while the directive sets the “creative constraint” for resulting performance material,
there is no fixed concept of what a ‘shivering homage’ might look like and therefore
“the response creates the directive as much as the other way round” (43-44). In other
words, this kind of process allows performance to do its own kind of thinking. To
consider Barthes’s book as a series of directives, then, is not about demonstrating
Barthes’s ideas or applying them to performance practice but, rather, about producing
something new in response. To think and practise with Barthes from within the

medium of performance.

I am wary, however, of setting up a binary between performance and writing here.
There are of course more performative modes of writing in which creative ‘doing
thinking” might also create more problems than it solves.!' The important point to
emphasise is that performance’s doing thinking perhaps more readily resists traditional
modes of knowledge production. Elsewhere, in her definition of the emerging field of
Performance Philosphy, Cull attempts to collapse some of these binaries by exploring
whether we can “think in terms of performance as being its own kind of philosophy
and indeed philosophy as a form of performance” (Cull 2014, 15). Cull argues for a
mode of engagement which avoids “the tendency to merely apply extant philosophy
to performance” and instead thinks about “how to practise a form of philosophising
that reverses the direction of thought: increasing the tendency for concepts to come
from performance” (15&23). Cull argues that Performance Philosophy should be
attuned to the ways that “performance itself thinks, that performance itself

philosophises™ (25).

My own PhD project has often grappled with the various ways in which my
performances might think, while at the same time acknowledging the challenges of

attempting to apprehend this in words. Cull captures something of this tension when

! Derrida’s essay “The Deaths of Roland Barthes” is a good example of this mode of writing in
relation to Barthes. Derrida’s essay is a eulogy of sorts in which Derrida follows the metaphors of
radiance in Camera Lucida in an attempt to keep Barthes with him by writing through him (Derrida
2001a).
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she argues that “performance is at its most philosophical (in its own way) precisely at
those points when it resists our attempts, not only to paraphrase it, but even to think it
at all, at least according to an existing image of thought” (30). One way Cull proposes
that we get around this is to practice “a certain kind of openness, or a felt ‘knowledge
of unknowing’ in relation to performance” (33). My project has gestured towards an
apprehension of these moments of unknowing in an attempt to pay attention to the
ways that my performances think and how writing and photography might perform, by
paying attention to what Cull terms the “resistant materiality of performance’s
thinking”—that which in performance resists our attempts to name it in words (2012,
12). However, processes of critical reflection have at least allowed me to generatively

reflect on these ideas in writing—as I will discuss below.

Critical reflection

Robin Nelson identifies the activity of critical reflection on practice as an integral part
of achieving rigour in practice-as-research processes. He writes that in order to develop
“know-what” from “know-how” it is necessary to tease out “the methods by which
‘what works’ is achieved and the compositional principles involved” and that, in order
to do this, the critically reflective activities of “pausing, standing back and thinking
about what you are doing” are key (Nelson 2013, 44). Two forms of reflective practice
that were built into the structure of my project were audience response (through work-
in-progress performances, critical response feedback sessions and creative workshops)

and critical reflection through writing about the performances.

Audience response

For each strand of practical devising, I organised a work-in-progress performance part-
way through the process. These works-in-progress were shown to supervisors, friends
and peers and allowed me to test developing ideas and receive feedback in a way that
would impact upon the shape of the work. The responses from audiences often directly
shaped the decision-making process, allowed me to refine specific details and helped

to structure the performance material.

Audience feedback and responses on the culminating performances were also key for
helping me reflect on the practice as it related to the wider research inquiry. An

important method for structuring these responses was Liz Lerman’s Critical Response
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Process. Lerman’s process—developed with her dance company Dance Exchange near
Washington DC—is a system for gathering constructive feedback on creative work
and was a useful tool in my process as it places a focus on the audience’s emotional,
intellectual and associative interpretations of the work. Stage One of the process asks
the responders to make a series of “statements of meaning” framed around things that
the audience saw, things that they felt, “shiny moments” (things that they liked or were
particularly interested in), whether the performance reminded them of anything, “what
was stimulating, surprising, evocative, memorable, touching... challenging?” (Lerman
and Borstel 2003, 19). Stage Two invites the artist to ask responders questions that
they may have about specific aspects of the work. Stage Three allows the audience to
ask ‘neutral’ questions to the artist and it is not until Stage Four that responders can
offer an opinion. As a result of this framing, the process avoids many pitfalls, common
in my experience of feedback sessions on artistic work; such as, unhelpfully negative
critiques, suggestions for ways to ‘fix’ the performance or the artist becoming
defensive and explaining what the audience should have ‘got’ from the work.
Specifically, starting with audience statements of meaning places importance on how
and what the work was communicating in a way that I found extremely useful as a
reflective tool. As well as ‘live’ post-performance feedback sessions based on this
process—facilitated by theatre practitioner and trained CRP facilitator Tashi Gore—I
also developed a comments sheet based on Lerman’s process. These written feedback
mechanisms were useful for my reflection on the work as they provided comments in
another medium (writing as opposed to speech) that often captured more evocative or

poetic responses to the work.'?

Another approach I used for gathering audience responses was influenced by Matthew
Reason’s work on audience research in dance. In his article “Watching Dance,
Drawing the Experience and Visual Knowledge” (2010) Reason outlines a workshop
he and visual artist Brian Hartley conducted with dance audiences that explored a
series of tasks, asking the audience to draw their experience of the production. Reason
discusses how the workshops attempted to capture something of how non-verbal art

forms communicate tacit and embodied knowledge and the possibilities of visual arts

12 A template of the feedback sheet I used to gather responses and the collated audience comments
from all three performances can be found in the Online Appendix which can be accessed at
https://practisingwithbarthes.wordpress.com/.
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workshops to explore “different ways of knowing in the context of audiences’
experience of dance” (Reason 2010, 392-3). Reason has also explored audience
experiences through creative writing workshops, which explored “the potential for
crafted, creative writing to give audience members the opportunity to articulate
embodied, kinesthetic and experiential responses to dance that are often considered
beyond discourse and ineffable” (Reason 2012). For my second-year piece, Kairos, 1
conducted workshops with audience members where 1 adapted some of Reason’s
techniques: asking participants to draw moments of the performance from memory, to
engage in free writing exercises and to use the results of these tasks as points of
discussion about the performance. These approaches captured some of the audience’s
affective experiences of the performance and stimulated feedback on the work that

explored different modes of language and alternative forms of communication.'

The audience response methods discussed above were crucial in allowing me to
critically reflect on the practice, as they provided insight into some of the many
possible ways in which the work was experienced. It is important to note, however,
that while I drew on some of the methods of audience research I do not consider these
activities as research into the audiences of my performance; but rather, as a reflective
tool that I used as part of my devising methods and as a way of introducing other
perspectives on the work, beyond my intentions and experiences of it. These methods
have encouraged me to consider the work’s impact and to reflect on how my intentions
aligned (or not) with the audience experience. Perhaps, above all, these audience
responses have captured something of the ineffible experience of watching live
performance and have prompted my critical reflection through writing—a stage of the

process that I will discuss below.

Critical reflection through writing

In between each stage of practice, I wrote up critically reflective pieces that became
starting points for the three main chapters in this thesis. This allowed me to reflect on

my making processes, work with the audience responses and documentation, and to

13 In line with the University of Glasgow’s ethical policy, audience participants that contributed
comments or took part in the CRP sessions and workshops gave informed consent for their
contributions to be used in the knowledge that they would remain anonymous. This project has
received ethical approval from the University of Glasgow ethics committee and supporting
documentation can be found in the Online Appendix.
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relate the practice to the critical concepts I had been working with. The writing allowed
me to develop tentative findings from the work in a way that could feed into the next
stage of reading and practice. This iterative model also allowed me to explore
appropriate forms of writing for the thesis, to think about possible ways to shape the
material that might echo the dramaturgical structures of the performances, and to
develop modes of writing that might act as a formal link between my performances

and Barthes’s Camera Lucida.

Embedded in this approach is a consideration of critical writing as a productive
practice in its own right. Following Nelson’s definition of practice-as-research, I argue
throughout this thesis for Barthes’s approach in Camera Lucida to be considered as a
praxis of writing. However, Nelson also proposes that in order to evidence the research
inquiry of a practice-as-research project, the complementary writing that is submitted

alongside the practice should move from tacit to explicit knowledge in order to

29 ¢e 2 ¢c 2 ¢c

evidence “what works,” “what methods,” “what principles of composition,” “what
impacts” (Nelson 2013, 37). While I value Nelson’s approach—and agree with the
function of the complementary writing to assist in the “articulation and evidencing the
research inquiry” (36)—Nelson’s call for critical writing on practice-as-research to
always move from the tacit to the explicit is problematic in this case as it denies the
tacit and performative ‘knowings’ of critical writing itself. Throughout this thesis, I
have considered the ways that my writing and use of images might capture and hold
some of the tensions at play in Barthes’s work (and in performative practices more
generally). In this sense, parts of this thesis attempt to explore Della Pollock’s
definition of “performative writing” as “the interplay of reader and writer in the joint
production of meaning,” writing that collapses the distinctions between the creative
and the critical “allying itself with a logics of possibility rather than of validity or
causality” (Pollock 1998, 80-81). Related to an exploration of writing’s performative
modes, I have also explored the performativity of photographs through the staging of

documentation.

Staging documentation

In this thesis, I have attempted to present the photographic documentation and
audience responses in a reflexive way. This has involved approaching the

documentation dramaturgically, deliberately staging the images and text in
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configurations that might communicate a “residual atmosphere” of the performances
(Piccini and Rye 2009, 42-43). This approach draws on discussions of the
performativity of photography, what Laura Levin terms “the ‘doing’ aspects of
photography... how images exceed their frames and directly affect their viewers”
(Levin 2009, 329). In an essay from 2006, Philip Auslander troubles the link between
performance events and their documentation—noting that the idea of the photograph
as a record of an event and evidence that it has occurred is “ideological” (Auslander
2006, 1). Auslander disrupts the documentary function of performance photography
by exploring what he terms theatrical documentation, or “performed photographs,”
such as Cindy Sherman’s Untitled Film Stills series (1977-80) or Yves Klein’s staged
Leap into the Void (1960): performances that are staged solely for the camera.
Auslander uses these examples to explore the ways that documentation “produces an
event as performance” and concludes that the crucial relationship to explore is not
between the document and the performance, but in the performance document’s
“relationship to its beholder”; that the “pleasure’s” of a performance are “available
from the documentation and therefore do not depend on whether an audience witnessed

the original event” (5&9).

Auslander’s thinking has informed my creative approaches to staging documentation.
While most of the photographs in this thesis were taken at performance events in front
of a ‘live’ audience (mostly by Glasgow-based photographer Julia Bauer), my aim is
that their placement, captioning, and relation to text—both in the form of the written
thesis and the audience responses—foreground the theatrical quality of performance
documentation above their documentary function, drawing attention to the
intersubjective relationships between the photograph and the viewer.!'* While the
photographs might illustrate specific moments of the performance (at the
informational level of the studium), 1 hope that they also explore what Levin, after
Austin, terms the “performative force” of photographs, “the capacity to produce what

they name, to directly affect their audience” (Levin 2009, 329).

14 The photographs that were not taken at live events were the photographs of Involuntary Memory in
Chapter Two which were taken by me when I re-staged the performance specifically for camera in
2017, two years after the event. As a result, these most closely resemble Auslander’s definition of
“performed photographs”.
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I am also interested in the ways that my presentation of photographs might explore
ideas of the deferral of self often discussed by body art critic Amelia Jones. These
images of me performing are presented alongside first person writing (sometimes in a
more formal academic style and sometimes more autobiographical), as well as
audience comments written in response to me performing. Jones suggests that neither
live performance nor photographic documentation gives us access to the immediate
self of the artist and “neither has a privileged relationship to the historical ‘truth’ of
the performance” (Jones 1997, 11). Instead, body art performances and their
documents enact the “dispersed, multiplied, specific subjectivities of the late capitalist,
postcolonial, postmodern era” (12). Jones argues that, given the tendency of reading
photographic documentation as a “supplement” to the “actual” body of the artist,
photographic documentation of performance could in fact “expose the body itself as
supplementary, as both the visible ‘proof” of the self and its endless deferral” (14). In
this thesis, my subjectivity is scattered across different modes of writing, photographs,

and first-hand accounts of events from audiences.

A key reference point for my exploration of photography as performance has been the
collaborative photographs that Manuel Vason has made with live artists (see Vason
2002 and 2015). Rebecca Scnheider argues that Vason’s photographs are “both
photography and performance, asking us to engage a photograph not only as the record
of a performance, but as the performance itself” (Schnieder 2007, 35). In her essay
from a 2007 book on Vason’s work, Schneider argues for a consideration of the
photograph as event, “as a performance of duration—taking place ‘live’ in an ongoing
scene of circulation, re-circulation, encounter, re-encounter, and collaborative
exchange with viewers” (34). Schneider challenges the dominant discussions of Live
Art documentation as “strange proof that you, viewer, were not there... you will have
missed this” (35-36). Instead, Schneider focusses on the photograph’s theatricality that
“demands a simultaneity of temporal registers—the always at least ‘double’ aspect of

the theatrical” (35-36).

Following Auslander, Jones and Schneider, then, the staging of documentation in this
thesis attempts to: foreground the relationship between the image and the reader in the

moment of encounter; it presents a dispersal and deferral of self; and it attempts to
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expose the inherent theatricality of photography by drawing attention to the multiple

non-linear temporalities at play in the documentation of performance.

The writing that follows problematises Robin Nelson’s view of the practice-as-
research thesis as “complementary writing” that should evidence the research inquiry
and be “as clear as possible” (Nelson 2013, 10). Instead, the balance being struck here
is somewhere between a critical exegesis of the practice and its playful re-
performance. As a result, it is somewhere between the performances, the audience
responses, the critical writing and the photographic documentation that the findings of
the project can be located. It is my hope that this thesis makes these less tangible
findings evident without losing a sense of their performative force and performance’s

unique modes of thinking.



Chapter One: Camera Lucida in context
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Camera Lucida’s reflections on
photography

Before I go on to reflect on the performances I have made over the course of this
project, it is important to outline Barthes’s conception of photography in Camera
Lucida and review critical writing on the book since its publication in 1980/1. This
section, Camera Lucida’s reflections on photography, and the following one, After
Camera Lucida, therefore, contextualise Barthes’s book, review scholarship in
comparative literature, art history and visual studies since 1980 and explore Barthes’s
influence on theatre studies, charting the ways that his ideas have been taken up and

explored in the field.

Form and method

Barthes’s reflections on photography take place across 48 short sections, split equally
into two parts, over 119 pages (in the English translation). The text is ‘illustrated’ by
24 captioned black and white photographs, which, apart from one photograph from the
“author’s collection”, are all drawn from a familiar repertoire of photographic images
stretching from Niépce’s 1823 dinner table (mistakenly captioned “the first
photograph”), through Kertész and Nadar, to photographic portraits from the 1970s by
Robert Mapplethorpe and Richard Avedon and the documentary photographs of Koen
Wessing from Nicaragua in 1979."5 According to Geoffrey Batchen, despite the
subjective approach Barthes takes in the book, he still “manages to offer his readers a
full survey of photography”, including examples from most decades from the 1820s to

the 1970s (Batchen 2011, 262).

Despite the breadth of Barthes’s examples, Camera Lucida leaves behind something
of the rigour of his earlier structuralist approaches to photography.'® Instead, Barthes
is interested in exploring his personal attraction to specific photographs, “the ones I

was sure existed for me... to take myself as mediator for all Photography” (CL, 8).

15 The French edition also includes a colour polaroid by Daniel Boudinet from 1979, but it is not
reproduced in the English translation. There have been a number of discussions of the omission of
Boudinet’s Polaroid and its importance to Barthes’s book. See for example, Knight (1997), Mavor
(2012), Schlossman (1997), Batchen (2011) and Brinkema (2014).

16 See “The Photographic Message” (1961); “The Rhetoric of the Image” (1964); “The Third
Meaning” (1970) all collected in Barthes’s Image Music Text.
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This is a method that he labels a “vague, casual, even cynical phenomenology” that
avoids the formal path of logic and instead allows Barthes to keep with him “like a
treasure, my desire or my grief” (CL, 20-21). As discussed in the Introduction, in
Camera Lucida, Barthes wants to retain photography’s emotional power and
approaches it with an “affective intentionality, a view of the object which was

immediately steeped in desire, repulsion, nostalgia, euphoria” (CL, 21).

The form of Barthes’s text, in particular, is located by Nancy Shawcross somewhere
between theoretical text and autobiographical novel—a difficult “third form,” derived
from Proust, that attempts to be both “expressive and analytical” (Shawcross 1997,
67). Shawcross argues that Barthes’s text “develops or unfolds like a mystery novel
told from an autobiographical point of view” (71). Or, as Gary Shapiro has termed it,
“the narrative of an ontological quest” (Shapiro in Brinkema 2014, 78). Eugenie
Brinkema has argued that Camera Lucida’s ‘thought experiment’ presents Barthes as
the “illuminated twin to Descartes’s dark-enshrined doubter in the Meditations”
(Brinkema 2014, 78). This is a link that is also made by Katja Haustein when she
places Barthes’s thinking in opposition to the cogito: “Barthes suspends Descartes’s
clear-cut distinction between mind and body when he suggests that the self is not
grounded in ratio but in affect... according to Barthes the self is not because he thinks

but because he feels” (Haustein 2012, 159).

In his influential essay the “The Death of the Author” from 1968 Barthes indirectly
references J.L. Austin’s “Oxford philosophy” to call for a “performative” mode of
writing, one in which “every text is eternally written here and now”, writing that
emphasises the encounter between the reader and a text (IM7, 145). Barthes’s writing
in the 1970s experiments with this challenge to make language present, from the
fragmented forms of The Pleasure of the Text and A Lover’s Discourse to the play
between text and image that occurs in Empire of Signs and Roland Barthes by Roland
Barthes. These texts, according to Geoffrey Batchen, offer versions of Barthes’s “birth
of the reader”, inviting her to “induce something from Barthes’s texts that exceeds the
intentions of its author” (Batchen 2011, 8). Referencing Barthes’s definition of the
writerly text, Batchen also argues that Barthes’s writings are “never simply transparent
to meaning” but “produce their full effects only in the process of being read” (11-12).

These experiments in performative writing culminate in Camera Lucida, in a praxis of



Chapter One 23

writing the punctum. James Elkins makes this point most clearly when he writes that
in Camera Lucida “the text pricks you, and then softens the hurt with prose: it mimics
the punctum and its sterile salve... studium” (Elkins 2011, x)—two terms that I will

now unpack in more detail.

Studium/Punctum

In part one of Camera Lucida Barthes develops a theory of photography based on the
terms studium and punctum. The studium describes the ‘coded field’ of the photograph
as it relates to cultural and political knowledge. Barthes defines the studium as a
“classical body of information” that provokes “a kind of general interest” in the
photograph (CL, 25-26). The studium is an “education” in signs and their meanings:
the knowledge and activation of culture in the viewing of photographs (CL, 28). As
Barthes argues in his definition of studium, “it is culturally... that I participate in the
figures, the faces, the gestures, the settings, the actions” (CL, 26-7). The punctum on
the other hand, describes a detail that “rises from the scene, shoots out of it like an
arrow and pierces me” (CL, 26). The punctum is an element that “will break or
punctuate” the coded field of the studium and “wound” or “prick” the viewer (CL, 26).
Barthes locates this “off-centre detail” in a number of photographs: from a woman’s
shoes in James Van Der Zee’s Family Portrait (1926); to the bad teeth of a child in
William Klein’s Little Italy photograph (1954); and the “little boy’s huge Danton collar”
and “the girl’s finger bandage” in Lewis Hine’s image of two physically deformed

children from 1924 (CL, 50-51).

According to Barthes, though, the punctum is unnamable and unlocatable (CL, 51): it
exists outside of the rational, cultured, system of codes that make up the studium.
Barthes’s attempts to speak the punctum, therefore, adopt a series of slippery
definitions and contradictions: the punctum is a detail but, at the same time, it “fills the
whole picture” (CL, 42-45). It is “what I add to the photograph and what is nonetheless
already there” (CL, 55). The punctum is both the wounded image (photographs
“punctuated... speckled with these sensitive points™) and the viewer’s wound (that
which “pricks me [but also bruises me...]) (CL, 26-27). As Geoffrey Batchen observes,
the punctum is at once the instrument of injury (an arrow) and the injury itself (a wound,
a little hole) (Batchen 2011, 267). In attempting to locate the wounding detail in Robert
Mapplethorpe’s image of Robert Wilson and Philip Glass, Barthes lists the punctum’s
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effects as “certain but unlocatable... it is sharp and yet lands in a vague zone of myself;
it is acute yet muffled, it cries out in silence. Odd contradiction: a floating flash” (CL,

51-3).

The punctum is also tightly bound to the viewer’s desire. In his example of a Robert
Mapplethorpe self-portrait, Barthes situates the punctum’s wounding affects in the
wakening of his desire, noting a kind of “blissful eroticism” in the photograph (CL,
59). The punctum “endows the photograph with a blind-field”, it functions like the
erotic photograph that “launche[s] desire beyond what it permits us to see” (CL, 57-
59). The punctum has a latency: sometimes it may only become apparent “after the
fact,” when the viewer is no longer looking at the photograph, “as if direct vision
oriented its language wrongly, engaging it in an effort of description which will always
miss its point of effect” (CL, 53). This latency is demonstrated in Barthes’s return to
Van Der Zee’s image ‘later on” when he realises “that the real punctum was the
necklace she was wearing,” as it reminded him of a necklace that his lonely Aunt used

to wear.'®

The punctum is also an accident, the non-intentional detail that is captured by the
photographer: “it says only that the photographer was there... that he could not not
photograph the partial object at the same time as the total object” (CL, 47). Barthes’s
focus on the non-intentional detail here resonates with Walter Benjamin’s discussion
of the “optical unconscious” in his 1931 essay “A Short History of Photography”—
that level of detail that the photograph reveals that it is not possible for the human eye
to consciously consider, or perhaps, the “spark of chance”, that cannot be silenced:
“that imperceptible point at which, in the immediacy of that long-past moment, the
future so persuasively inserts itself that, looking back, we may rediscover it”

(Benjamin 1972, 7)."°

Barthes notes that the relation between the studium and the punctum is that of a “co-
presence” and that it is “not possible to posit a rule of connection” between them (CL,

42). However, Barthes’s introduction of these terms invites an initial reading of their

18 Margaret Olin discusses Barthes’s “mistaken identification” of this necklace in her essay “Touching
Photographs™ from 2002 (also collected in Batchen 2011).

19 Many have drawn out this relationship between Camera Lucida and Benjamin’s ideas on
photography see for example Iversen (1994), Dant and Gilloch (2002), Olin (2002), Batchen (2011),
Yocavone (2014).
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oppositional status: coded/non-coded; rational/emotional; speakable/unspeakable. A
close reading of Barthes’s book suggests a more complex relationship, where the two
concepts exist in a relational to-and-fro through which they inform each other
reciprocally: as Derek Attridge writes, “the experience of the wholly private
significance would not be possible without the functioning of public meaning”
(Attridge 1997, 87). Despite Barthes’s desire to “dismiss all knowledge” in his
encounter with the punctum (CL, 51), his examples serve to nuance the co-presence of
the informational studium with the wounding detail. This is captured in Jacques
Ranciére’s reading of studium and punctum in which he argues that the punctum that
Barthes locates in the boy’s Danton collar (in Lewis Hine’s photograph) evokes the
name of George Jacques Danton, a key figure in the French Revolution who was
guillotined (Ranciere 2011, 111-112).2° Thus, the disproportionately small head of the
boy (which Barthes attributes to the studium) coincides with a connoted historical
decapitation in the disproportionately large collar. Similarly, in Carol Mavor’s reading
of James Van Der Zee’s image, she stumbles over Barthes’s “patronising racism”
(Mavor 2012, 29) in his labelling of the Aunt in the photograph as a “solacing
Mammy” (CL, 43). Mavor argues, through deconstructions of the “Mammy”
stereotype in the work of artists Kara Walker and Betye Saar, that it is when “[the
punctum] is coupled with some hard-hitting studium (like the fact of blackness, like

the racing of photography...), [that] it is affectively bruising” (Mavor 2012, 42).

The complexities of this relationship are introduced through Barthes’s description of
the punctum as a “supplement” or “addition” (CL, 47&55)—two terms that have been
translated from the original French supplément (CC, 80&89). This is a term that
Attridge relates to Jacques Derrida’s idea of the supplement as “a little ingredient
beyond the mass of culturally coded material... the one thing that the work could not
do without” (Attridge 1997, 84). Geoffrey Batchen also picks up on Barthes’s use of
this term and argues that it undoes the apparent binary of studium/punctum with a
deconstructive logic: “to displace it from certainty, to put it in motion, to turn it in on
itself” (Batchen 2011, 268). Derrida’s own readings of the studium/punctum
relationship add further nuance to these arguments: Derrida writes that the relationship

between the two terms is “neither tautological nor oppositional, neither dialectical nor

20 Ranciére’s reading is actually a critique of Barthes’s oppositional situation of studium and punctum
but this reading misses the ways that Barthes himself undoes their opposition.
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in any sense symmetrical; it is supplementary and musical (contrapuntal)” (Derrida
2001a, 58). Expanding on this musical relation of counterpoint Derrida explores how

the two terms “compose together”, arguing that:

the “subtle beyond” of the punctum, the uncoded beyond, composes with
the “always coded” of the studium. It belongs to it without belonging to it
and is unlocatable within it; it is never inscribed in the homogenous
objectivity of the framed space but instead inhabits or, rather, haunts it...
we are prey to the ghostly power of the supplement. (41)

These readings, and specifically Derrida’s description of the relationship as a haunting,
align Barthes’s reflections on photography with a deconstructive logic that attempts to
empty out the meanings of his own terms in order to explore the performative

possibilities of Barthes’s book: the punctum of his writing.?!

Indexicality

According to Barthes, the photograph’s power lies in its unbroken link to the referent,
which he argues is different to the referent of other systems of representation: it is a
“certificate of presence”, “not the optionally real thing to which an image or a sign
refers but the necessarily real thing which has been placed before the lens”. As a result

of this status, Barthes can “never deny that the thing has been there” (CL, 87&76).

Barthes’s ideas here correspond to theories of the photograph’s indexicality that draw
on Charles Sanders Peirce’s semiotic distinction between signs as either icon, index or
symbol (see Peirce 1955). While the photograph is an icon (in that it resembles the
thing photographed), 20" century theories of photography have focused on the power
of the photograph as an index: the photograph as a trace of the thing that appeared in
front of the lens, it points to the real subject that existed in the past moment of the
photograph being taken. As Gregory Batchen writes, the photograph gives us a sense
that “objects have reached out and touched the surface, leaving their own trace, as
faithful to the contour of the original object as a death mask is to the face of the newly

departed” (Batchen 2001, 139). Or, as Marianne Hirsch writes, the photographic index

2! Jean-Michel Rabaté has argued that Derrida’s deconstructive approach to writing had an important
influence on Barthes’s writing after 1967 (Rabaté 1997, 4-5). Similarly, Victor Burgin acknowledges
the influence of Derrida on Barthes’s move from the work (of an author) to the text, where fext is
“seen not as an ‘object’ but rather a ‘space’ between the object and the reader/viewer — a space made
up of endlessly proliferating meanings which have no stable point of origin, nor of closure” (Burgin
2011, 32).
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is “based on a relationship of contiguity, of cause and effect, like a trace or a footprint”
(Hirsch 1997, 6). These ideas build on earlier theories of photography such as Walter
Benjamin’s optical unconscious, quoted above, Sigfried Kracauer—who in 1927
defined the photograph as a “spatial continuum” which “must be essentially associated
with the moment in time at which it came into existence” (Kracauer 1993, 428)—or
André Bazin’s “The Ontology of the Photographic Image” from 1958, in which Bazin
argued that the photograph bears a “quality of credibility” similar to a fingerprint or a
relic (Bazin 1960, 8).2

In Barthes’s earlier writing on photography he appears more wary of the photograph’s
claims to truth than in Camera Lucida. In “The Rhetoric of the Image”, from 1964
Barthes identifies this indexicality in the “natural being-there” of tomatoes and
peppers in a photograph advertising Panzani pasta sauce. Barthes argues that the
connoted message of the advert, that of Italianicity and freshness, is made more
persuasive by the denotative power of the photograph. Drawing attention to the “myth
of the photographic ‘naturalness’” Barthes argues that the photograph’s “pseudo-truth”
or a kind of “being-there of objects” naturalises the connoted meanings and allows to

be read as given what is actually constructed (IMT, 45).

This thinking corresponds to Bertolt Brecht’s distrust of the photograph, in that it
conceals historical and social relations. Referring to photographs of factories that do
not tell us anything about the institutions they depict, Brecht writes that “the simple
‘reproduction of reality’ says less than ever about that reality” (Brecht 2000, 164). This
is a critique that resonates with Kracauer’s views on photography when he argues that
photographs conceal history through “likeness”, arguing that in the age of the
illustrated magazine and weekly newsreels “never before has a period known so little

about itself” (Kracauer 1993, 432).

The photograph’s indexical ontology has been challenged by more recent writing on
photography such as Margaret Olin who argues for a “performative index” or an
“index of identification” that emphasises the relationship between the photograph and

its beholder, rather than the photograph and its referent (Olin 2002, 114-115).%

22 Colin MacCabe draws out the links between Barthes and Bazin in his essay “Barthes and Bazin:
The Ontology of the Image” (in Rabaté 1997).
23 This has been built upon by Marianne Hirsch’s work on postmemory (see Hirsch 2008).
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Similarly, more recent writing has emphasised the mediation processes of photography
that disrupt the indexical link between reality and image—and which challenge the
neat separation between the analogue processes Barthes describes and more recent
digital technologies. For instance, Tom Gunning argues that indexicality conceals “the
mediation of lens, film stock, exposure rate, type of shutter, processes of developing
and of printing” (Gunning 2004, 40). Similarly, Greg Hainge argues that the
photograph is more icon than index “because the photograph’s visible image is
produced not in the analogue process that forms the latent image as light frees atoms
of metallic silver from silver halides but, rather, in the far more arbitrary stages of
development and fixing” (Hainge 2008, 720). Hainge encourages us to “unfix” the
photograph from its indexical ontology, and instead focus on the processual and
performative ontology of the dark room (724-6).2* From another perspective, Martin
Lister challenges the indexical reliance on presence/absence in our contemporary “age
of information” to argue for a reading of contemporary photography in which

“pattern/randomness” are the ontological principles (Lister 2007, 265).

Nevertheless, despite the emergence of poststructuralist critiques of presence and an
increasing distrust in the unbroken indexical link, as Lister points out, we still largely
“value and use photographs according to [an indexical] logic” (ibid.) Or as Gunning
remarks, echoing Bazin, photographs “are a means for putting us into the presence of
something” (Gunning 2004, 46). And for Marianne Hirsch, in the context of the
transmission of memory to second-generation Holocaust survivors, “it is the
technology of photography, and the belief in reference it engenders, that connects the
Holocaust generation to the generation after... [making] it a uniquely powerful
medium for the transmission of events that remain unimaginable” (Hirsch 2008, 107-

108).

Time as Punctum

This “faith”, to use Bazin’s word, in what the photograph brings into being is played
out in part two of Camera Lucida. In the second part of the book, Barthes adopts a

different approach to naming the wounding effects of photography than his focus on

24 The idea of the photograph as truth has also been challenged by Philip Auslander in his discussion
of photographic documentation of performance art. Of particular relevance here is his compelling
argument for how Yves Klein’s Leap Into the Void photograph disrupts Barthes’s photographic
ontology (Auslander 2006).
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the punctum as a detail. He describes this shift as a palinode, a retraction of part one.
In this retraction, Barthes moves from discussing a series of public photographs to
mostly discussing one very personal photograph. Part Two starts with a description of
Barthes’s search for a photograph of his recently deceased mother, one that would
“summon” up her features in their “totality,” in order to find “the truth of the face I
had loved” (CL, 63, 67). This search for his mother’s “unique being” is finally found
in an image of her as a child, standing with her brother in a glass conservatory. He
names this image the Winter Garden Photograph and claims that, in it “I see the
kindness which had formed her being immediately and forever” (CL, 69). Barthes
realises that he has discovered his mother “essentially” and that the photograph
“achieved for me, utopically, the impossible science of the unique being” (CL, 71).
Interestingly, Barthes does not reproduce this photograph in the book, arguing that “it
exists only for me”; for another viewer it would be “nothing but an indifferent picture”,
it would be interesting only on the level of the studium, in terms of “period, clothes,

photogeny,” but there would be no wound (CL, 73).

During Barthes’s discussion of the Winter Garden Photograph he shifts (or retracts)
the earlier definition of the punctum as a detail and re-works it around the structures
of time in the photograph. Barthes locates this second order of the punctum in the past
presence of the referent and in the photograph’s temporal structure of that-has-been.
However, the ‘real’ presence of the referent is deferred by the time lag in the
photographic process that shifts the reality that the thing is there to the past, as that-
has-been (CL, 79).

The example Barthes gives to elucidate this idea is Alexander Gardner’s portrait of
Lewis Payne (1865), which was taken moments before Payne’s execution. In this
portrait, rather than emanating from a specific detail, the punctum is related to time:
“the lacerating emphasis of... ‘that-has-been’... its pure representation” (CL, 96).
Barthes writes that Gardner’s image is haunted by the future perfect tense: “I read at
the same time: This will be and this has been; 1 observe with horror an anterior future
of which death is at stake” (CL, 96). Barthes’s photograph of his mother sharpens this
horror, in front of it “I tell myself: she is going to die: I shudder... over a catastrophe
which has already occurred” (CL, 96). In another deconstructive move—although the

referent of the photograph is a “certificate of presence” for Barthes—the image’s
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temporal structure suggests that the thing photographed is always “alive, as corpse...
the living image of a dead thing”: it is always “already dead” (CL, 79). Like Bazin’s
remarks on family albums, they are “phantomlike... the disturbing presence of lives
halted at a set moment in their duration” (Bazin 1960, 8). In the Winter Garden
Photograph Barthes rediscovers the “truth” of his mother’s face, but in the wounding

temporal catastrophe of the photograph his mother is lost twice-over.
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After Camera Lucida

I have been weaving the critical commentary on Barthes throughout the previous
section of this chapter; but, in order to support a rationale for this project’s return to
Barthes’s book in the 21% century, it is important to briefly outline some key readings
that have emerged since 1980. The second part of this chapter, on critical writing after
Camera Lucida, also considers the ways that Barthes’s ideas have been taken up and

responded to in the field of theatre studies.

Turning back and away

Camera Lucida’s abandonment of Barthes’s earlier approaches to photography and its
seemingly Romantic adoption of the self-present subject (in his use of the
autobiographical ‘I”), caused some critics to discount Camera Lucida in favour of
Barthes’s earlier works. Jonathan Culler, exasperated by a seeming return to earlier
ideas about photography and subjecthood, asked in 1983 “How did Roland Barthes,
the critic of bourgeois myth, reach this point?... Defying all the most convincing work
on meaning, he affirms the powerful myth, he taught us to resist” (Culler, 1983,
116&122). Similarly, Michel Starenko, reviewing Camera Lucida on the release of
the English translation, denigrated what he termed the ‘“heresy of sentiment” in

Barthes’s book (Starenko 1981, 6-7).

A contemporaneous defence of the book came from J. Gerald Kennedy who in 1981,
while still diminishing its current importance, reads Camera Lucida as “ahead of its
time” and argues that “the book may some day mark a general turn away from
structuralist and non-structuralist abstraction toward a more pragmatic and humane
discourse” (Kennedy 1981, 397). As Jay Prosser notes, the interesting thing about
Kennedy’s reading is “the notion that Camera Lucida would be seen as precursory
only retrospectively” (Prosser 2005, 21). This retrospective defence is also captured in
Victor Burgin’s 1982 review of the book, which he titles a “re-reading,” situating
Camera Lucida within a “psychoanalytical/intertextual approach” (Burgin 2011).
Such psychoanalytical readings of Barthes are also present in Margaret Iversen’s 1994
essay “What is a Photograph?”, in which she views Camera Lucida through Lacan’s
concepts of the gaze, trauma and the death drive from The Four Fundamental Concepts

of Psychoanalysis (Iversen 1994). Iversen defines Barthes’s approach to photography
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as “psychoanalytical through and through” (450) and relates Barthes’s concept of the

punctum to Lacan’s tuché, a painful encounter with the Real (450-452).

During the 1990s, some of the most important work on Barthes’s book for Anglophone
readers was being conducted in the field of comparative literature (a field that Barthes
would have liked). Jean-Michel Rabaté’s 1997 edited collection of essays, Writing the
Image After Roland Barthes, developed from a conference at the University of
Pennsylvania in 1994 and functions as both a memorial to Barthes and also as a kind
of recuperation of his last book. Essays in the collection tease out links between
Camera Lucida and poststructuralism, and contextualise Barthes’s reflections on

photography in relation to his earlier works.

Seemingly, 1997 was a good year for Barthes studies, with Diana Knight and Nancy
Shawcross (who both had essays in Rabaté’s collection) each producing monographs
on Barthes. Knight’s Barthes and Utopia: Space, Travel, Writing (1997) includes an
influential chapter on Camera Lucida that discusses an implicit homosexuality in
Barthes’s references to Proust and explores the Winter Garden Photograph in relation
to metaphors of illumination in the book. Knight makes a provocative suggestion that
Barthes invents the photograph of his mother in order to provide him with “the
symbolism of light and revelation appropriate to a recognition scene” (Knight 1997,
266). Shawcross’s book Roland Barthes on Photography: The Critical Tradition in
Perspective (1997) offers a survey of Barthes’s writings on photography in order to
contextualise Camera Lucida alongside his shifts in method. In the book, Shawcross
makes a convincing argument for Barthes’s exploration of a “third form” of writing
between essay and novel that requires Barthes to revert back to modernist and

nineteenth-century forms of writing (Shawcross 1997, 67-85).

Jay Prosser’s 2005 book Light in the Dark Room: Photography and Loss situates
Camera Lucida within a tradition of autobiographical works on photography and loss
that Prosser terms “ph/autography”. This term attempts to capture the ways that
photography in writing “can interrupt the narrative and re-turn the extreme moments
of autobiography” (Prosser 2005, 10). Prosser’s reading of Camera Lucida draws on

Proust and Orpheus to draw out the palinodic quality of the book: the way it looks

2 I engage with Iversen’s psychoanalytical reading in more detail in my reflection on Involuntary
Memory in Chapter Two.
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back on his previous work, functioning as a retraction. Prosser also argues for the
untimeliness of Barthes’s book, writing that “we have come into sympathy with
Camera Lucida and its notion of photography as autobiographical loss” (21). In 2009,
art historian Geoffrey Batchen edited an anthology of essays on Barthes’s book,
Photography Degree Zero: Reflections on Roland Barthes’s Camera Lucida. The book
collects 13 essays originally published between 1982 and 2009 and attempts to provide
a survey of Anglo-American critical writing on Barthes’s book from within the field

of art history and photography studies (Batchen 2011).

Margaret Olin and Carol Mavor’s articles in this collection both focus on some
problematic aspects of race in Camera Lucida. Discussing James Van Der Zee’s
photograph of a black Harlem family from the 1920s, Olin critiques Barthes’s
classification of the family’s touching naivety in their “efforts of social advancement
in order to assume the White Man’s attributes” (CL, 43). Olin reads between the lines
of Barthes’s condescending tone to suggest that what he terms “white attributes”™—
“respectability, family life, conformism, Sunday best”—are by implication out of
reach for the black family of 1920s America (Olin 2011, 77-79). Olin’s reading of
Barthes prompts her to ask: “To what image of blacks in Harlem should Van Der Zee’s
sitters have conformed? Why does Barthes call their identity into question?” (78). A
reply of sorts to these questions comes in the form of Carol Mavor’s essay “Black and
Blue”, which reads the blackness of the bodies in Camera Lucida in relation to the
blueness of Barthes’s mother’s eyes. Mavor writes that she has “never not noticed” the
four photographs of black subjects in Barthes’s book, arguing that the “fact of
blackness is as stubborn as the photograph’s link to the referent” (Mavor 2011, 214).
Mavor similarly identifies Barthes’s “racist tendencies” in his description of the Van
Der Zee image but scrutinises this reading to eventually argue for the ways that “both
mother and blackness nourish Camera Lucida” (212-214). Mavor argues that, in
situating black subjects as a counterpoint to the white luminosity of his mother’s face,

Barthes “unveils desire as raced” (227).

Recent monographs such as Mavor’s Reading Boyishly (2007), her 2012 book Black
and Blue (a development of the essay above), and Eugenie Brinkema’s The Forms of
the Affects (2014) have come from the disciplines of Art History, Visual Culture and

(13

Film Studies in an attempt to adopt Barthes’s “affective intentionality” as a method
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with which to read art works. These books are formally creative and attempt to
approach theoretical writing in its performative mode (Mavor calls herself an “artist-
historian™). James Elkins’s 2011 book What Photography Is could also be classified
in this mode. Elkins adopts the form, structure, and even type-setting, of Camera
Lucida to “write about photography by writing into or through Barthes’s book...
writing at first from inside it, in order to be finally outside it (Elkins 2011, x-xi). In
justifying his approach, Elkins argues that academic writing has failed to account for
the way that Barthes imbues his writing with hurt, desire and affect—what Elkins
terms the “glasshouse atmosphere” of the book—suggesting instead that “the only way

to reply to a book as strange as Barthes’s is to write another one even stranger” (8&14).

These more recent readings have situated Barthes’s method at the start of a renewed
interest in affect in the light of the critical turn away from emotions in the 1960s and

70s. Elkins (echoing Kennedy and Prosser) writes that Camera Lucida is:

at the beginning of a flourishing interest in affect, feeling, trauma... before
the art world was caught up in affect and identity, Barthes’s book was an
anomaly, which needed to be rectified to be used. Now it seems much
closer, and its warmth and weirdness feel just about right. (Elkins 2011, xi)

In an exploration of compassion in Barthes’s work Katja Haustein has argued that the
critical turn to affect since the 1980s can be understood as “a post-structuralist
response to certain (well known) shortcomings of structuralism” (Haustein 2015, 131).
Haustein argues that Camera Lucida is Barthes’s attempt to “overcome the conceptual
impasse into which the structuralist theory of the subject had manoeuvred itself” and
he does this by opening up the self to the other (Haustein 2012, 149). For Haustein,
rather than attempting to “rehabilitate... [the] ‘outmoded’ notion of the
autobiographical subject” (as some have claimed), Camera Lucida’s affective gaze
attempts to “overcome the confines of the self... to recognise the other” (Haustein
2015, 137-138). In other words, Barthes’s “affective intentionality,” in his reading of
the photograph, encourages a compassionate mode of identification with the other
through pity as a form of “suffering with” (140). Eugenie Brinkema also reads Camera
Lucida in light of the “turn to affect” arguing that Barthes’s book rejects Frederic
Jameson’s infamous claim of a “waning of affect” in postmodernity and instead
presents the “very form of the peculiar unending pain of loss” (Brinkema 2014,

xi&76). Brinkema argues that Barthes not only explores affect as method in Camera
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Lucida, but that he recognises the structure of affect in the photograph and utilises
affect as form in his writing. This again challenges the idea of affect as the
psychological experience of a unified subject and instead, “the presencing of grief
through the photograph suggests a theory of affect as a force that takes form in texts”
(92). I will return to both Haustein’s discussion of pity and Brinkema’s concept of

affect as form in later chapters.

2015 saw the 100-year anniversary of Barthes’s birth and with it the publication of a
special issue of L Esprit de Créateur focussing on Roland Barthes and his influence.
The essays in this issue arose from a series of seminars held between 2013-2014 at the
Centre for Modern European Literature at the University of Kent. Of specific interest
to this project are Katja Haustein’s essay “Barthes on Pity”, discussed above, and Kate
Briggs’s reflections on the task of translating Barthes’s lecture course The Preparation
of the Novel, where she discusses how these lectures can be read as a pedagogy of
writing (Briggs 2015). Although an interest in Barthes’s work has been fairly sustained
since his death (and certainly since Rabaté’s collection), a re-turn to Barthes’s late
work is necessary due to the relatively recent publication of his lectures at the College
de France from 1976-1979. The Neutral was first published in English in 2005, The
Preparation of the Novel in 2011 and How to Live Together in 2013. These lectures
provide a new context from which to read Camera Lucida and there are recent and
emerging studies in English that have responded to the new availability of these
lectures such as Lucy O’Meara’s Roland Barthes at the Collége de France (2012) and

Sunil Manghani’s forthcoming monograph on Neutral Life.

As well as following the development of critical writing on Barthes since Camera
Lucida, it is important in contextualizing the text to chart the ways that Barthes’s
writing has been taken up and responded to in the field of theatre studies. The
remainder of this chapter, therefore, locates Camera Lucida’s reflections on
photography, and their influence, in relation to the shifting interests in the theory and

analysis of theatre and performance events.
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Theatre Studies and Roland Barthes
Semiotics and textuality

Most commonly, Barthes’s work has been taken up in the field of theatre and
performance studies for its contribution to the methods and approaches of theatre
semiotics. This is notable in two key texts: Keir Elam’s The Semiotics of Theatre and
Drama (1980) and Elaine Aston and George Savona’s Theatre as Sign-System (1991).
Elam cites Barthes’s 1964 work Elements of Semiology as key further reading and also
refers to Barthes’s Tel Quel interview from 1963, where he defines theatre as a “real
informational polyphony, which is what theatricality is: a density of signs” (CE, 261-
262). Elam mentions Barthes’s classification of theatre as a “density of signs” a
number of times in the book but does not engage with the more tricky concept of
theatricality (see Elam 2002, 17-18, 34, 40, 106).>° Similarly, Aston and Savona draw
on the same interview from 1963, where Barthes identifies some provocative questions
for the use of semiotics in the analysis of theatre (provocations that were subsequently
taken up by theatre semioticians such as Tadeusz Kowzan and Patrice Pavis) (Aston
and Savona 1991, 9). Aston and Savona do more than Elam, though, to explore the
possibilities of theatrical analysis beyond the limits of semiotics. Referring to
Barthes’s The Pleasure of the Text during a discussion of plays that “disrupt textual
expectations and discomfort or unsettle the reader”, Aston and Savona cite Kenneth
Tynan’s comments on the first production of Waiting for Godot (1955), which
according to Tynan, forced a re-examination of the rules of drama. Aston and Savona
identify in this example, “a process of engagement whereby what is known becomes
‘unknown’, i.e. the disruptive pleasure of jouissance, and which, in consequence,

invites a rethinking of the world as it exists” (33).

Other essays by Barthes, such as 1968’s “The Death of the Author” or “From Work to
Text” (1971), have had an important impact on the ways that, so-called, postmodern
theatre practitioners of the 80s and 90s have been discussed within theatre studies. An
exemplary example of this can be seen in discussions of The Wooster Group’s work
and, in particular, their production of L.S.D. (...Just the High Points...) (1984). L.S.D.,
which literally placed a series of texts on stage, presented an embodiment of Barthes’s

configuration of the text as a “tissue of quotations... that blend and clash” (IMT, 146):

301 discuss Barthes’s conception of theatricality in Chapter Four.
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from the random readings of beat generation books in part one, to the sped-up and re-
written version of Arthur Miller’s The Crucible in part two. Barthes’s influential claim
that meaning is located in the reader, not the author, of texts was taken up by scholars
seeking to contextualise The Wooster Group’s practice within critical theory.?' In
Gerald Rabkin’s essay “Is There a Text on this Stage?”” (1985), he draws on Barthes
to unpack the Group’s use of The Crucible, which led to legal challenges and finally a
“cease and desist” order from Arthur Miller. Rabkin identifies in their work a
conscious rejection of authorial intent “in order to force its audiences’ active
participation” (Rabkin 1985, 145). Similarly, though much later, Philip Auslander
analyses L.S.D within the framework of “postmodern political theatre” drawing on
Barthes to classify their use of The Crucible as assuming a “poststructuralist idea of

textuality” (Auslander 1997, 70-71).

Punctum/pathos

Keir Elam’s book on theatre semiotics from 1980 does not account for the same
affective experience of jouissance, described by Aston and Savona in the example
above. However, in a later essay from 1983, Elam directly draws on Camera Lucida
when calling for theatre semiotics to take into account the “punctum, or pathos or if
you like audience passion, that compulsion which... motivates the receiver’s active
participation in the artistic practice” (Elam 1983, 269). Elam argues that Barthes’s
punctum recalls Aristotle’s theory of pathos as “suffering, the injury” and that much

of theatrical semiotics (at this point in its history) is concerned with the “temperate

99 ¢ 99 ¢¢

zone of the studium,” “the purely cognitive decoding,” “a professional ‘application to’
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or ‘being interested in’” (269). Elam charges Brecht’s theatre as the instigator of the
expulsion of pathos in his rejection of Aristotelian dramatic theatre: a comment that
rings true with Barthes’s celebration of Brechtian signification in his essays on Brecht
from the 1950s.3? However, this opposition between the punctum’s passion and
Brechtian aesthetics is one that I go on to challenge in Chapters Three and Four
through the concept of affective gestus. Elam argues that the expulsion of pathos
within semiotics is an “ideological choice” and that it must be possible to return feeling

to the study of theatre through “a semiotic conception of the punctum” (269-270).

31 see the TDR special issue on L.S.D. for example (1985).
32 See in particular “The Brechtian Revolution”, “The Diseases of Costume” and “The Task of
Brechtian Criticism” collected in Critical Essays (1972).
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While Elam fails to acknowledge the punctum’s resistance to the semiotic enterprise,
his essay nevertheless offers a crucial provocation for the field of theatre studies: that

of a semiotics of feeling.

Herbert Blau’s 1987 book The Eye of Prey attempts such a recuperation of pathos from
its denigration in the “history of the modern” (Blau 1987, 84). Blau approaches this
through a comparison of the sentimentality of Beckett and Barthes, two figures that
Blau argues have a “heart in [their] head” (ibid.). Blau draws on the associations of the
punctum’s prick as a “deadly stigmatum in the brain” to argue for the ways that
Camera Lucida brings Barthes in relation to Beckett through the “ecstatic burden of
the tragic pathos, its madness, abject, stupid, the nearly forgotten, discredited, old-
fashioned emotion” (88). Blau, crucially, also links the violence of the punctum to

99 ¢¢

Artaud’s “essential drama,” “a jetstream of bleeding image in the cruel service of the
violence of thought” (90); and, the transcendent “alchemical theatre,” a “complete,
sonorous, streaming, naked realisation” (Artaud 1958, 52). It is interesting that Blau
uses Artaud to refer to the violence of the punctum. Barthes’s studium/punctum could
arguably be read in theatre in the relation between Brecht and Artaud’s theatre
respectively—where studium refers to the clearly visible signs that reveal our social
relations, and punctum is a kind of burning actor signalling through the flames.
Although, again, this opposition is one that can be undone, an idea that is explored by
Elena del Rio who argues, in her analysis of Rainer Werner Fassbinder’s films, for a

kind of viscerally affective gestus somewhere between Brecht and Artaud (del Rio

2008).

Articulating affect

As we have seen increasingly in publications over the last 10-15 years, theatre studies
has (re)turned to Barthes’s conception of studium and punctum to articulate affective
experiences in theatre and performance—moments in which there is a break down in
codes of communication, when there is a conflation of sign and referent or a traumatic
encounter with the reality of representation. In these instances, the punctum’s a/effects
in performance often seem to occur when the ‘reality’ of live bodies draw attention to
themselves in a way that destabilises the spectator’s capacity to interpret the

performance semiotically.
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A very brief, but key, reference to Barthes’s punctum comes in Stephen Bottoms’s
analysis of the dramaturgy of Goat Island. Borrowing from Hal Foster’s conception of
“traumatic realism” in Andy Warhol (1996), Bottoms argues that the company’s
affective/affectless dramaturgies—of insistent repetition and the de-hierarchisation of
source materials—open up a space for the audience to “confront and process deeply
personal questions and ‘traumatic realities’” (Bottoms, 1998, 444-5). Referring to a
specific repetitive movement sequence from the company’s 1996 performance How

Dear To Me the Hour When Daylight Dies, Bottoms argues that:

the longer the repetition continues, the less adequate... rationalizing
interpretations seem, even as (for me at least) the sequence becomes
increasingly unsettling. It is as if the initial, comfortable interpretation of
what this gesture might represent gradually gives way to a gut recognition
of what it might therefore “mean” on a more personal level. (427-8)

In a later version of this writing that appears in Small Acts of Repair (2007), Bottoms
defines the punctum in this work at the level of technique (composition/dramaturgy)
rather than as the “accident which pricks me” (CL, 31). Bottoms argues that although
the point of wounding may vary from one audience member to the next, “the
experience occurs within a temporal landscape that has been carefully structured to
facilitate such responses” (Bottoms and Goulish 2007, 58). According to Bottoms, the
company achieve this through the “deftly paced juxtaposition of speeds and
slownesses, repetition and difference, and its gradual building up of a performative

vocabulary which seems both emptied of and pregnant with meaning” (ibid.).

In Visuality in the Theatre (2008) Maaike Bleeker provides a more detailed elaboration
of the analytical uses of Barthes’s punctum in a consideration of looking in the theatre.
Bleeker applies Barthes’s term to moments in performance when there is an apparent
conflation of sign and referent. Bleeker describes the punctum as the moment where
we “see what we know to be always already representation... as ‘just there to be seen’”
(Bleeker 2008, 94-5). Bleeker argues that although we are always aware that what we
are seeing is representation, “the theatre nevertheless presents us with momentary
experiences of presence, of immediateness, that seem to escape the realm of the always

already constructed” (95).

In applying the punctum to theatre, Bleeker describes the performance Bas and Elze

Dance (1996), in which Cas Enklaar and Els Ingeborg Smits play two fictitious actors
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rehearsing for a production of Electra in a retirement home for elderly artists. Bleeker
argues that there is a moment in the production where it seems as if the actors
accidentally repeat a whole scene. In this moment, the conflation of sign and referent
breaks the representational frame, resulting in a reality effect similar to the punctum.
Bleeker argues that in this unexpected repetition, there is a perceptual instability that
“causes a short circuit between actors and characters, thereby multiplying the frames”

(87). Complicating the relation between studium and punctum, Bleeker asks:

What actually do we see here, the actor or the character? This critical move
undermines the opposition of framed versus non-framed, of symbolic
representation versus real presence. It undermines the idea that breaking up
the frame will result in a non-framed situation, opening onto some real,
previously obscured presence. Instead, it leaves the audience in uncertainty
about how to look, how to understand what is presented. It makes the
audience aware of its own visual habits as they are involved in seeing
theatre performance. (ibid.)

For Bleeker, as well as the conflation of sign and referent leading us back to the reality
of the thing itself, the punctum in performance has the potential to produce a troubling

uncertainty in the spectator which exposes the “visual habits” of seeing in the theatre.

Where Bleeker locates the punctum in the “instability” of framed versus non-framed,
Patrick Duggan, in his 2012 book Trauma Tragedy, focusses on a “mimetic
shimmering” between reality and representation (Duggan 2012, 9). In this book,
Duggan follows Raymond Williams’s structures of feeling to argue for a contemporary
moment of trauma-tragedy. Duggan argues that much contemporary performance is
uniquely concerned with “trying to embody and bear witness to trauma in an
immediate way”, by evoking “a sense of being there in an attempt to generate an effect
of ‘real” presence” (42-43). In support of this argument, Duggan examines a series of
theatre moments—from the work of Sarah Kane and Romeo Castelluci, to the
performance art of Franko B and Kira O’Reilly. Duggan’s most interesting case
studies, for me, draw directly on Barthes to identify moments of “performative puncta”
in a series of theatre and live-art works. The performative punctum, according to
Duggan, occurs when there is either an irruption of the real into the mimetic order (of
theatre) or an irruption of mimesis into the perceived “real presence” (of performance
art). Duggan argues that in these moments “the spectator is kept in a constant state of

flux, never deciding on the images as reality or mimesis... the images refuse resolution
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and definition” and in this process the audience experience can echo the symptoms of

trauma (73&75).

Unspeakable affects

Duggan’s transposition of the punctum to theatre and performance is compelling and
detailed in its analysis of specific performance moments. However, to map the
punctum directly onto the language of trauma surely misses some of the radical
pleasure, the jouissance, that is also captured in the term. Duggan’s use of Barthes
highlights the fact that there is often something missing in these existing applications
of Barthes’s punctum to theatre and performance. There is a general problem in the
above examples that in reducing Barthes’s terms to a theoretical approach to analysing
performance, the terms themselves have to become tied down somewhat, their
meanings fixed. As such, something of the complexities, the contradictions and the
unwieldy performative nature of Barthes’s writing is lost in the process. Instead, this
project has responded to the punctum’s unnameable and unlocatable qualities not by
focussing on a translation or application of the punctum, but by reflecting on a process
of creative response that puts Barthes’s concepts in motion. By devising performance
in response to Camera Lucida, the unspeakable, messy, bodily resonances of the
punctum can be held in tension in all their slippery complexity. The following chapters
turn to my three performances, Involuntary Memory, Kairos and After Camera Lucida,

in order to tease out these resonances for the reader.






Chapter Two: “absolutely, irrefutably
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Involuntary Memory (2015)
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Introduction

The first stage of practical studio work I undertook as part of my PhD took place
between February and May 2015. Following an initial period of reading in the fields
between performance and photography, I developed a series of devising prompts based
around phrases gleaned from the reading that related to explorations of Barthes’s
punctum in performance (a messing up of time, a missed encounter, deferred action,
cross-temporal slippage, corpse impression etc.). These prompts acted as mnemonic
devices that attempted to distil ideas from the theoretical texts in order for me to adapt
them into directives for making performance (such as: create a performance that
messes up time; stage a missed encounter; make a dance that defers action [see
Methodology section]). This approach generated a series of fragmentary, but
associatively connected, sections of material that I assembled into a 30-minute work-
in-progress. The piece was shown to a small invited audience of friends and colleagues
on 15 March 2015 and was followed by a Critical Response Process feedback session

facilitated by Tashi Gore.

Following feedback and reflection on this performance, I developed ideas from the
March sharing into the piece Involuntary Memory, which was performed on 1 and 13
May 2015 at the University of Glasgow. This performance distilled and refined some
elements from the March sharing and presented them as a performance installation for
one audience member at a time.** The reflections in this chapter focus on the
performances in May as a culmination of the practical work in year one of the PhD.
Some of the material from the March work-in-progress also re-surfaced in my second
and third-year performances and I discuss this, where relevant, in the following
chapters. In this chapter, though, I describe how I arrived at the format for the May
performances, analyse elements of the performance in relation to the theoretical ideas
that have informed my process, and re-present some of the audience comments that I

gathered in response to the work.

The main sections of this chapter, structured around thematic sub-headings, take up

and reflect on a number of ideas that the piece explored. The writing in these sections

34 The performance on 13 May differed from this format, with the piece spanning an hour in which
multiple audience members could share the space. I discuss these differences in more detail in the
Duration section below.
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gestures towards the outcomes of the research practice (whilst also aware of the
unassimilable detail of the performance) in a consideration of how and what the
performance thought. I have woven the audience responses gathered from two
performances on 1 May and 13 May throughout this chapter in the form of hand-
written index cards. These cards aim to re-perform one aspect of the performance’s
aesthetic presentation, while also providing alternative perspectives on the work that
are in dialogue with my own descriptions and analysis. By re-presenting these
comments here, in my own handwriting, I hope to frame the texts performatively, in a
way that acknowledges their partial and contingent status as documents of the audience
experience. The photographic documentation attempts to illustrate aspects of the
performance; but also, to demonstrate some of the ideas explored in the writing around
the fragmentation of body and text, absence and presence, and duration. The
photographs and audience comments are placed in the text in a way that aims to disrupt
the linearity of the reading experience, to create a sort of drift between text and images
(similar to my experience of reading Camera Lucida) and to emulate the kind of

viewing experience | was encouraging through the form of Involuntary Memory.

How do you Perform a Book about Photography?

In between the March performance and my second strand of studio work, at the end of
April 2015, T attended the Performance Philosophy conference in Chicago. Alongside
the conference programme was a work-in-progress performance from Every House
Has a Door (the new company of ex-Goat Island members Matthew Goulish and Lin
Hixson). Their performance of 3 Matadors attempted to stage a micro-play which
exists within Jay Wright’s book-length poem The Presentable Art of Reading Absence
(2008). The company’s reflections on the inter-medial issues which arose from staging
a micro-play within a poem were presented in Goulish and Hixson’s keynote paper at
the conference “From One Meaning to Another”. In the talk, they discussed the
different modes of communication between a written text, spoken text and movement.
They were interested in exploring the polysemous meaning of the play by presenting
a choreography of bullfighting manoeuvres alongside their textual description in
Wright’s poem, to explore “the words first as feeling and language like a close second,

an echo” (Goulish and Hixson 2015b).
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Attending Goulish and Hixson’s talk prompted me to return to my own practical work
and think about the inter-medial nature of Camera Lucida (and my interactions with
it), but also to think about how Barthes’s book tries to practice the ideas he is
discussing through the inter-relation of writing and photographs. As the previous
chapter discusses, Barthes attempts to evoke the effects of the punctum by describing
his experiences of it in a series of photographs—to “animate” these photographs for
the viewer through his commentary on them (CL, 20). However, Barthes also attempts
to practice a form of writing that acknowledges the impossibility of reducing the
unassimiliable detail of these images to the codified meanings of language. To return
to Derek Attridge’s reading of the book, discussed earlier, Barthes’s challenge in
Camera Lucida lies in “respecting... singularity while generalising it... making the
punctum studium without it ceasing to be punctum” (Attridge 1997, 87-88). In other
words, Barthes attempts to communicate something of what, in photography, moves
him while retaining the unspeakable affects of the punctum: “the unspeakable which

wants to be spoken” (CL, 19).

While considering how Barthes might be practising photography’s affect through
writing, and how an image or a movement may hold unassimilable meaning, I started
to think about how I might approach similar ideas through performance. I formulated
the question: How do you perform a book about photography? A question that may
appear very simple, yet holds something of the complexities of the inter-medial study
that I hoped to conduct. In response to this question, I re-read Camera Lucida thinking
about how I might respond to Barthes’s book about photography through the form of
performance. The theatrical aspects of the text that stood out on this re-reading related
to Barthes’s evocative descriptions of his encounter with the Winter Garden
Photograph, which he discovers “alone... under the lamp” (CL, 67). Later in the book,
Barthes writes about his ideal situation for viewing a photograph, noting that “I need
to be alone with the photographs I am looking at” and that “if I like a photograph, if it
disturbs me, I linger over it... I look at it, I scrutinize it” (CL, 97&99). This re-reading
prompted the following additional questions: What mode of performance might best
explore this individual encounter that Barthes describes? How might the duration of
the performance be set up to encourage the audience to linger over the images and
ideas in it? In what ways might performance resist this kind of photographic scrutiny?

To address these questions, I started to experiment with a mode of performance, for
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one audience member at a time, that in some way resembled the act of viewing a
photograph (as described by Barthes). The aim was to create a performance that

worked with Camera Lucida to stage an encounter with an image in time and space.

Photographic Performance

As well as thinking about this performance as a staging of Barthes’s encounter with
the photograph of his mother, I followed my initial research impulse of using Barthes’s
book to explore the relationships between performance and photography. Two
performances were key influences for thinking about how I might develop a form for
this work that borrowed some of the structures of photography: Jo Bannon’s Exposure
(2013) and Cassils’s Becoming an Image (2012). Both pieces reflexively stage the act
of looking and involve references to, or practices of, photography. The two
performances also echo the structures of the photographic encounter but explore this
in a specifically live moment, leading to provocative tensions between the two

mediums.

Bannon’s piece is a 10-minute one-to-one encounter between the artist and one
audience member in which, over a pre-recorded text on headphones, Bannon discusses
her albinism and reflects on ideas of looking and being looked at. The performance
takes place in a dark room in which the darkness is interrupted intermittently by
Bannon, who shines a torch in her eyes to show her pigment-less retinas; and in another
moment, uses a light-box to display a close up transparency of her eye. In Becoming
and Image by trans-artist Cassils, the audience gather around a four-foot obelisk of
clay, which, over 20-minutes, is punched, kicked and pounded into a distorted and
misshapen mass.*® Cassils’s act is performed in pitch-black darkness but is illuminated

in split second bursts by the flash of collaborator Eric Charles’s camera.

Both Bannon’s and Cassils’s pieces utilise pitch-dark spaces and play with light as a
way to reveal images to the audience in a much more fragmented way than most theatre
performances. These pieces radically reverse the theatrical device of the blackout that

frames what the audience sees. In these works, instead of the blackout marking the

35 Cassils defines themself on their website as a “gender non-conforming trans masculine visual artist”
and uses gender-neutral pronouns and a single name to identify themselves (Cassils 2015). I therefore
refer to Cassils here and in Chapter Three using either ‘Cassils’, or the pronouns ‘they,” ‘them,’
‘their’.
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division between images, or ‘scenes’, it is the images that mark the space in between
moments of darkness. In Involuntary Memory, I was similarly interested in adopting
and exploring strategies for darkness and light to structure the audience’s experience

of the performance.

In both Exposure and Becoming an Image there is also an exploration of withheld or
refracted bodily presence. This has to do with the play of light and dark discussed
above; but also, in Bannon’s piece, the splitting of her live body and her text (in this
case through a pre-recorded voice over). In Cassils’s piece, the body was withheld by
limiting the visible information to the split second of the photographer’s flash. These
strategies for refracting the performer’s presence were also explored in my staging of
Involuntary Memory, as 1 will discuss in more detail in the Absenting the live body
section below. Thinking about how performances might be considered photographic
directly informed my thinking and practice for Involuntary Memory (in the
development of a ‘performance installation’ and my attempt to ‘stage an image’). This
approach has led me to reflect productively between the mediums of performance and
photography. Before I discuss my performance in more detail, in relation to a series of

thematic sub-headings, I offer some context for the piece’s title.
Involuntary Memory

The title of the piece refers to Marcel Proust’s concept of involuntary memory—as
explored in his novel 4 la recherche du temps perdu (1913-1927)—where things
sensed in the present call up associative memories of the past. Barthes links
involuntary memory to the photograph in one of his many brief references to Proust in
Camera Lucida where he writes—on witnessing the photograph of his mother as a
child—that photography “gave me a sentiment as certain as remembrance... an
involuntary and complete memory” (CL, 70). However, elsewhere in the book Barthes
rejects that the photograph is Proustian, arguing that it cannot recall the past or “aid”
memory, but instead, “blocks memory, quickly becomes a counter-memory” (CL,
82&91). This recalls Kracauer’s discussion of the “memory-image”, which he
contrasts with the photograph as a spatial and temporal continuum noting that
memories “retain what is given only insofar as it has significance” and that “memory
does not pay attention to dates; it skips years or stretches temporal distance” (Kracauer

1993, 3).
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Jay Prosser notes that Proust also saw nothing ‘Proustian’ in the photograph,
referencing the narrator of 4 la recherche du temps perdu’s horror at the photograph
of Albertine after her death that “forms an analogy for... the horrible livedness of her
death” (Prosser 2005, 39). Instead, for Proust, the past is brought back into the present
through other senses: the scent and taste of a madeleine dipped in tea. Perhaps, then,
involuntary memory is more appropriately explored through the medium of
performance, an artform that emphatically engages the whole sensorium. This point is
underlined by Erika Fischer-Lichte who draws on Proust to describe the way
performance might trigger associative memories. Fischer-Lichte terms this “an
instance of emergence,” when meanings occur “without being called for or sought out”

(Fischer-Lichte 2008, 143).

While he denies that the photograph is Proustian, Barthes does link this type of
associative memory to the punctum, describing the power of the punctum to
involuntarily recall embodied feelings and memories. On referencing a photograph by
André Kertész, of a blind violinist in Hungary (1921), Barthes writes that in the texture
of the dirt road, “I recognize, with my whole body, the straggling 