Chapter 6
Looking at Photographs

Victor Burgin

It is almost as unusual to pass a day without seeing a photograph as it
is to miss seeing writing. In one institutional context or another — the
press, family snapshots, billboards, etc. - photographs permeate th
environment, facilitating the formation/reflection/inflection of
what we ‘take for granted'. The daily instrumentality of photo-
graphy is clear enough, to sell, inform, record, delight. Clear, but
only to the point at which photographic representations lose them-
selves in the ordinary world they help to construct. Recent theory
follows photography beyond where it has effaced its operations in
the ‘nothing-to-explain’.

It has previously been most usual (we may blame the inertia of
our educational institutions for this) to view photography in the
light of *art’ - a source of illumination which consigns to shadow the
greater part of our day-to-day experience of photographs. What has
been most often described is a particular nuancing of ‘art history’
brought about by the invention of the camera, a story cast within the
familiar confines of a succession of ‘masters’, ‘masterworks’ and
‘movements’ — a partial account which leaves the social fact of
photography largely untouched.

Photography, sharing the static image with painting, the camera
with film, tends to be placed ‘between’ these two mediums, but it is
encountered in a fundamentally different way from either of them.
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For the majority, paintings and films are only seen as the result of a
voluntary act which quite clearly entails an exbcnditurc of time
and/or money. Although photographs may be shown in art galleries
and sold in book form, most photographs are not seen by deliberate
choice, they have no special space or time allotted to them, they are
apparently (an important qualification) provided free of charge —
photographs offer themselves gratuitously; whereas paintings and
films readily present themselves to critical attention as objects,
photographs are received rather as an environment. As a free and
familiar coinage of meaning, largely unremarked and untheorised
by those amongst whom it circulates, photography shares an attri-
bute of language. However, although it has long been common to
speak, loosely, of the ‘language of photography’, it was not until the
1960s that any systematic investigation of forms of communication
outside of natural language was conducted from the standpoint of
linguistic science; such early ‘semiotic’ studies, and their aftermath,
have radically reorientated the theory of photography.

Semiotics, or semiology, is the study of signs, with the object of
identifying the systematic regularities from which meanings are
construed. In the early phase of ‘structuralist’ semiology (Roland
Barthes's Elements of Semiology first appeared in France in 1964)'
close attention was paid to the analogy between ‘natural’ language
(the phenomenon of speech and writing) and visual ‘languages’. In
this period, work dealt with the codes of analogy by which photo-
graphs denote objects in the world, the codes of connotation
through which denotation serves a secondary system of meanings,
and the ‘rhetorical’ codes of juxtaposition of elements within a
photograph and between different but adjacent photographs.?
Work in semiotics showed that there is no ‘language’ of photo-
graphy, no single signifying system (as opposed to technical ap-
paratus) upon which all photographs depend (in the sense in which
all texts in English ultimately depend upon the English language);
there is, rather, a heterogeneous complex of codes upon which
photography may draw. Each photograph signifies on the basis of a
plurality of these codes, the number and type of which varies from
one image to another. Some of these are (at least to first analysis)
peculiar to photography (e.g. the various codes built around *focus’
and ‘blur’), others are clearly not (e.g. the ‘kinesic’ codes of bodily
gesture). Further, importantly, it was shown that the putatively
autonomous ‘language of photography’ is never free from the
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determinations of language itself. We rarely see a photograph in use
which does not have a caption or a title, it is more usual to encounter
photographs attached to long texts, or with copy superimposed over
them. Even a photograph which has no actual writing on or around
it is traversed by language when it is ‘read’ by a viewer (for example,
an image which is predominantly dark in tone carries all the weight
of signification that darkness has been given in social use; many of
its interpretants will therefore be linguistic, as when we speak
metaphorically of an unhappy person being *gloomy’).

The intelligibility of the photograph is no simple thing; photo-
graphs are fexts inscribed in terms of what we may call ‘photo-
graphic discourse’, but this discourse, like any other, engages
discourses beyond itself, the ‘photographic text’, like any other, is
the site of a complex ‘intertextuality’, an overlapping series of
previous texts ‘taken for granted’ at a particular cultural and
historical conjuncture. These prior texts, those presupposed by the
photograph, are autonomous; they serve a role in the actual text but
do not appear in it, they are latent to the manifest text and may only
be read across it ‘symptomatically’ (in effect, like the dream in
Freud's description, photographic imagery is typically laconic — an
effect refined and exploited in advertising). Treating the photo-
graph as an object-text, ‘classic’ semiotics showed that the notion of
the ‘purely visual® image is nothing but an Edenic fiction. Further to
this, however, whatever specificity might be attributed to photo-
graphy at the level of the ‘image’ is inextricably caught up within the
specificity of the social acts which intend that image and its mean-
ings: news-photographs help transform the raw continuum of his-
torical flux into the product ‘news’, domestic snapshots characteris-
tically serve to legitimate the institution of the family, and so on. For
any photographic practice, given materials (historical flux, existen-
tial experience of family life, etc.) are transformed into an identifi-
able type of product by men and women using a particular technical
method and working within particular social institutions. The sig-
nificant ‘structures’ which early semiotics found in photography are
not spontaneously self-generated, they originate in determinate
modes of human organisation. The question of meaning therefore is
constantly to be referred to the social and psychic formations of the
author/reader, formations existentially simultaneous and coexten-
sive but theorised in separate discourses; of these, Marxism and
psychoanalysis have most informed semiotics in its moves to grasp
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the determinations of history and the subject in the production of
meaning. '

In its structuralist phase, semiotics viewed the text as the objec-
tive site of more or less determinate meanings produced on the basis
of what significant systems were empirically identifiable as opera-
tive ‘within® the text. Very crudely characterised, it assumed a coded
message and authors/readers who knew how to encode and decode
such messages while remaining, so to speak, ‘outside’ the codes =~
using them, or not, much as they might pick up and put down a
convenient tool. This account was seen to fall seriously short in
respect of this fact: as much as we speak language, so language
‘speaks’ us. All meaning, across all social institutions - legal
systems, morality, art, religion, the family, etc. - is articulated
within a network of differences, the play of presence and absence of
conventional significant features which linguistics has demon-
strated to be a founding attribute of language. Social practices are
structured like a language, from infancy, ‘growing up’ is a growing
into a complex of significant social practices including, and founded
upon, language itself. This general symbolic order is the site of the
determinations through which the tiny human animal becomes a
social human being, a ‘self’ positioned in a network of relations to
‘others’. The structure of the symbolic order channels and moulds
the social and psychic formation of the individual subject, anditisin
this sense that we may say that language, in the broad sense of
symbolic order, speaks us. The subject inscribed in the symbolic
order is the product of a channelling of predominantly sexual basic
drives within a shifting complex of heterogeneous cultural systems
(work, the family, etc.): that is to say, a complex interaction of a
plurality of subjectivities presupposed by each of these systems.
This subject, therefore, is not the fixed, innate, entity assumed in
classic semiotics but is itself a function of textual operations, an
unending process of becoming— such a version of the subject, in the
same movement in which it rejects any absolute discontinuity
between speaker and codes, also evicts thé familiar figure of the
artist as autonomous ego, transcending his or her own history and
unconscious.

However, to reject the ‘transcendental’ subject is not to suggest
that either the subject or the institutions within which it is formed
are caught in a simple mechanistic determinism; the institution of
photography, while a product of the symbolic order, also contributes
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to this order. Some earlier writings in semiology, particularly those
of Barthes, set out to uncover the language-like organisation of the
dominant myths which command the meanings of photographed
appearances in our society. More recently, theory has moved 1o
consider not only the structure of appropriation to ideology of that
which is ‘uttered’ in photographs but also to examine the ideological
implications inscribed within the performance of the utterance. This
enquiry directs attention to the object/subject constructed within
the technical apparatus itself.’ The signifying system of photo-
graphy, like that of classical painting, at once depicts a scene and the
gaze of the spectator, an object and a viewing subject. The two-
dimensional analogical signs of photography are formed within an
apparatus which is essentially that of the camera obscura of the
Renaissance. (The camera obscurawith which Niépce made the first
photograph in 1826 directed the image formed by the lens via a
mirror on to a ground-glass screen — precisely in the manner of the
modern single-lense reflex camera.) Whatever the object depicted,
the manner of its depiction accords with laws of geometric projec-
tion which imply a unique ‘point-of-view'. It is the position of
point-of-view, occupied in fact by the camera, which is bestowed
upon the spectator. To the point-of-view, the system of representa-
tion adds the frame (an inheritance which may be traced through
easel painting, via mural painting, to its origin in the convention of
post and lintel architectural construction); through the agency of
the frame the world is organised into a coherence which it actually
lacks, into a parade of tableaux, a succession of ‘decisive moments’.
The structure of representation — point-of-view and frame — is
intimately implicated in the reproduction of ideology (the ‘frame of
mind’ of our ‘points-of-view’). More than any other textual system,
the photograph presents itself as ‘an offer you can’t refuse’. The
characteristics of the photographic apparatus position the subject in
such a way that the object photographed serves to conceal the
textuality of the photograph itself — substituting passive receptivity
for active (critical) reading. When confronted with puzzle photo-
graphs of the ‘What is it?’ variety (usually, familiar objects shot
from unfamiliar angles) we are made aware of having to select from
sets of possible alternatives, of having to supply information the
image itself does not contain. Once we have discovered what the
depicted object is, however, the photograph is instantly trans-
formed for us — no longer a confusing conglomerate of light and
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dark tones, of uncertain edges and ambivalent volumes, it now
shows a ‘thing’ which we invest with a full identity, a being. With
most photographs we see, this decoding and investiture takes place
instantaneously, unselfconsciously, ‘naturally’; but it does take
place — the wholeness, coherence, identity, which we attribute to the
depicted scene is a projection, a refusal of an impoverished reality in
favour of an imaginary plenitude. The imaginary object here,
however, is not *‘imaginary’ in the usual sense of the word, it is seen,
it has projected an image. An analogous imaginary investiture of
the real constitutes an early and important moment in the construc-
tion of the self, that of the ‘mirror stage’ in the formation of the
human being, described by Jaques Lacan:* between its sixth and
eighteenth month, the infant, which experiences its body as frag-
mented, uncentred, projects its potential unity, in the form of an
ideal self, upon other bodies and upon its own reflection in a mirror;
at this stage the child does not distinguish between itself and others,
it is the other (separation will come later through the knowledge of
sexual difference, opening up the world of language, the symbolic
order); the idea of a unified body necessary to the concept of
self-identity has been formed, but only through a rejection of reality
(rejection of incoherence, of separation).

Two points in respect of the mirror-stage of child development
have been of particular interest to recent semiotic theory: first, the
observed correlation between the formation of identity and the
formation of images (at this age the infant’s powers of vision
outstrip its capacity for physical co-ordination), which led Lacan to
speak of the ‘imaginary’ function in the construction of subjectivity;
second, the fact that the child's recognition of itself in the ‘imaginary
order’, in terms of a reassuring coherence, is a misrecognition (what
the eye can see for its-self here is precisely that which is not the
case). Within the context of such considerations the ‘look’ itself has
recently become an object of theoretical attention. To take an
example — General Wavell watches his gardener at work (Figure
6.1), made by James Jarché in 1941; it is easy enough today to read
the immediate connotations of paternalistic imperialism inscribed
in this 35-year-old picture and anchored by the caption (the general
watches his gardener). A first analysis of the object-text would
unpack the connotational oppositions constructing the ideological
message. For example, primarily and obviously, Western/Eastern,
the latter term of this opposition englobing the marks of a radical
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‘otherness’; or again, the placing of the two men within the implied
opposition capital/labour. Nevertheless, even in the presence of
such obviousness another obviousness asserts itself — the very
‘natural’ casualness of the scene presented to us disarms such
analysis, which it characterises as an excessive response. But excess
production is generally on the side of ideology, and it is precisely in
its apparent ingenuousness that the ideological power of photo-
graphy is rooted — our conviction that we are free to choose what we
make of a photograph hides the complicity to which we are re-
cruited in the very act of looking. Following recent work in film
theory,” and adopting its terminology, we may identify four basic
types of look in the photograph: the look of the camera as it
photographs the ‘pro-photographic’ event; the look of the viewer as
he or she looks at the photograph; the ‘intra-diegetic’ looks ex-
changed between people (actors) depicted in the photograph
(and/or looks from actors towards objects); and the look the actor
may direct to the camera.

In the reading implied by the title to Jarché's photograph, the
general looks at the gardener, who receives this look with his own
gaze cast submissively to the ground. In an additional reading, the
general’s look may be interpreted as directed at the camera, that is
to say, to the viewing subject (representation identifies the camera’s
look with that of the subject’s point-of-view). This full frontal gaze,
a posture almost invariably adopted before the camera by those
who are not professional models, is a gaze commonly received when
we look at ourselves in a mirror, we are invited to return it in a gaze
invested with narcissistic identification (the dominant alternative to
such identification vis-a-vis photographic imagery is voyeurism).
The general’s look returns our own in direct line, the look of the
gardener intersects this line. Face hidden in shadow (labour here is
literally featureless) the gardener cuts off the general (our own
power and authority in imaginary identification) from the viewing
subject; the sense of this movement is amplified via the image of the
mower — instrument of amputation — which condenseS references to
scythe and, through its position (still photographs are texts built
upon coincidences), penis (the correlates: white fear of black
sexuality/fear of castration). Even as we turn back (as we invariably
must) from such as excess of reading to the literal ‘content’ of this
picture we encounter the same figure: the worker ‘comes between’
the general and the peace of his garden, the black man literally

Figure 6.1 James Jarché, General Wavell watches his gardener at work, 1941
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disturbs. Such overlaying determinations, which can be only sketch-
ily indicated here, act in concert with the empirically identifiable
connotators of the object-text to show the gardener as out-of-place,
a threat, an intruder in what presumably is his own land - material
considerations thus go beyond the empirical in the overdetermina-
tion of ideology.

The effect of representation (the recruitment of the subject in the
production of ideological meaning) requires that the stage of the
represented (that of the photograph as object-text) meet the stage
of the representing (that of the viewing subject) in a ‘seamless join’.
Such an integration is achieved within the system of Jarché’s picture
where the inscribed ideology is read from a subject position of
founding centrality; in the photograph Hillcrest, New York, by Lee
Friedlander (1970) (see Figure 6.2) this position itself is under
threat. The attack comes from two main sources: first, the
vanishing-point perspective system which recruits the subject in
order to complete itself has here been partially subverted through
ambiguous figure/ground relationships - it is only with some con-
scious effort that what is seen in this photograph may beorganised
in terms of a coherent and singular site/(sight); second, the device of
the mirror central to the picture here generates a fundamental
ambivalence. A bisected head and shoulders rises from bottom-
centre frame; the system of representation has accustomed us to
identifying our own point-of-view with the look of the camera, and
therefore a full-frontal mirror reflection with the self; here, how-
ever, there is no evidence (such as the reflection of the camera) to
confirm whether we are looking at the reflection of the photo-
grapher or at that of some other person — the quartered figure has
unresolved ‘(imaginary) self'/‘other’ status. In Friedlander’s pic-
ture, the conjunction of technical photographic apparatus and raw
phenomenological flux has almost failed to guarantee the subjective
effect of the camera — a coherence founded in the unifying gaze of a
unified, punctual, subject. Almost, but not quite — the picture (and
therefore the subject) remains ‘well composed’ (in common with
Jarché’s picture, albeit differently from it). We know very well what
‘good’ composition is — art schools know how to teach it — but not
why it is; ‘scientific’ accounts of pictorial composition tend merely
to reiterate what it is under a variety of differing descriptions (e.g..
those of Gestalt psychology). Consideration of our looking at
photographs may help illuminate this question, and return us to the

Lee Friedlander, Hillcrest, New York. 1970

Figure 6.2
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topic of our characteristic use of photographs, with which we began.

To look at a photograph beyond a certain period of time is to
court a frustration: the image which on first looking gave pleasure
has by degrees become a veil behind which we now desire to see. Itis
not an arbitrary fact that photographs are deployed so that we do
not look at them for long; we use them in such a manner that we may
play with the coming and going of our commandof thescene/(seen)
(an official of a national art museum who followed visitors with a
stop-watch found that an average of ten seconds was devoted by an
individual to any single painting — about the average shot-length in
classic Hollywood cinema). To remain long with asingle imageisto
risk the loss of our imaginary command of the look, to relinguish it
to that absent other to whom it belongs by right — the camera. The
image then no longer receives our look, reassuring us of our
founding centrality, it rather, as it were, avoids our gaze, confirming
its allegiance to the other. As alienation intrudes into our captation
by the image we can, by averting our gaze or turning a page, reinvest
our looking with authority. (The ‘drive to master’ isacomponent of
scopophilia, sexually based pleasure in looking.)

The awkwardness which accompanies the over-long contempla-
tion of a photograph arises from a consciousness of the monocular
perspective system of representation asa systematic deception. The
lens arranges all information according to laws of projection which
place the subject as geometric point of origin of the scene in an
imaginary relationship with real space, but facts intrude to decon-
struct the initial response: the eye/(I) cannot move within the
depicted space (which offers itself precisely to such movement), it
can only move acrossit to the points where it encounters the frame.
The subject’s inevitable recognition of the rule of the frame may.
however, be postponed by a variety of strategies which include
‘compositional’ devices for moving the eye from the framing edge.
*‘Good composition” may therefore be no more or less than a set of
devices for prolonging our imaginary command of the point-of-
view, our self-assertion, a device for retarding recGgnition of the
autonomy of the frame, and the authority of the other it signifies.
‘Composition’ (and indeed the interminable discourse about com-
position — formalist criticism) is therefore a means of prolonging the
imaginary force, the real power to please, of the photograph, and it
may be in this that it has survived so long, within a variety of
rationalisations, as a criterion of value in visual art generally. Some
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recent theory® has privileged film as the culmination of work on a
'\yish-fulﬁlling machine’, a project for which bhmography. in this
view, constitutes only a historical moment; the darkness of the
cinema has been evinced as a condition for an artificial ‘regression’
of the spectator; film has been compared with hypnosis. It is likely,
however, that the apparatus which desire has constructed for itself
incorporates all those aspects of contemporary Western society for
_which the Situationists chose the name specracle: aspects forming an
u?tegratcd specular regime, engaged in a mutual exchange of ener-
gies, not strung out in mutual isolation along some historicist
progress; desire needs no material darkness in which to stage its
imaginary satisfactions; day-dreams, too, can have the potency of
hypnotic suggestion.

Precisely because of its real role in constructing the imaginary,
the misrecognitions necessary to ideology, it is most important that
photography be recovered from its own appropriation to this order.
Counter to the nineteenth-century aesthetics which still dominate
most teaching of photography, and most writings on photography,
work in semiotics has shown that a photograph is not to be reduced
to ‘pure form’, nor ‘window on the world’, nor is it a gangway to the
presence of an author. A fact of primary social importance is that
the photograph is a place of work, a structured and structuring space
within which the reader deploys, and is deployed by, what codes he
or she is familiar with in order to make sense. Photography is one
signifying system among others in society which produces the
ideological subject in the same movement in which they ‘communi-
cate’ their ostensible ‘contents’. It is therefore important that
photography theory take account of the production of this subject
as the complex totality of its determinations are nuanced and
constrained in their passage through and across photographs.



