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Wanted Dead or Alive: The Photography of Jeff Wall As Viewed Through the Lens of Roland Barthes’ Camera Lucida

“All experience is mediated— by the mechanisms of sense perception…language, etc.— & certainly all art consists of some further mediation of experience.  However, mediation takes place by degrees.  Some experiences (smell, taste, sexual pleasure, etc.) are less mediated than others (reading a book, looking through a telescope, listening to a record).  Some media, especially “live” arts… are less mediated than others such as TV, Cds, Virtual Reality.  Even among the media called “media,” some are more and others are less mediated, according to the intensity of imaginative participation they demand.  Print and Radio demand more of the imagination, film less, TV even less, VR the least of all— so far.”


The above quote is from Immediatism, an essay by Hakim Bey, an American essayist and political theorist whose writings in the 1990’s touched on individual anarchism in and through art.  Although obviously from a modern stand-point, (referencing Cd’s and Virtual Reality, etc.) Hakim Bey’s words have a certain timelessness to them.  Certainly now, with text messages and video games, so much of our lives are mediated experiences.  But the etymology of “media” suggests that this is not a new concept.  Medium, or the singular form of media, was once only defined as a person through whom one could contact the dead.  This act of being the vehicle and filter through which communication takes place has evolved through time, but its meaning stays consistent.  In class, Professor Der Derian discussed how the actual mediating quality of media has become more and more forgotten, as we continue to perfect the technology of the media itself.  The closer a representation gets to producing a near resemblance to reality, the more the model created begins to perceive and generate the reality.
 Many cultural theorists (such as Walter Benjamin and Siegfried Kracauer, for example) have spent time discussing the difficulty of differentiating between reality and the media that represents it when the power of simulation threatens the reality principle.


The notion of forgetting the physical media and accepting its message without questioning it seems like a very modern dilemma, perhaps born out of new simulation technologies like video games and virtual realities, where realities are created that can out-shine actuality.  But Roland Barthes, the French social theorist and semiotician, tackled the dilemma years before any such technology was available.  In Barthes’ book Camera Lucida, Barthes revels in the invisibility of photography as a medium.  Barthes considers a photograph to be pure contingency: the photograph is always something that is represented.  Indeed, when looking at a photograph, we never discuss the physical photograph in our hands, but rather the subject of the photograph, its aesthetics, the techniques used in the capturing.  Barthes describes the photograph as a “weightless, transparent envelope” that carries its referent with it, and thus cannot be distinguished from its referent.
 For Barthes, photography is an incredible phenomenon of media, because he cannot discuss the photograph without discussing what it is representing. Barthes recognizes that the inability to separate the physical photograph from the subject (what Barthes calls the spectrum) of the photograph means that a strict scientific or logical analysis of photography is impossible.  Therefore, he dedicates his contemplation of photography to making sense of the way we look at photographs, accepting the weakness that most of us would require a second action of knowledge or reaction to recognize the photographic signifier.  “As spectator,” Barthes recalls, “I was interested in photography only for the “sentimental” reasons; I wanted to explore it not as a question (a theme) but as a wound: I see, I feel, hence I notice, I observe, and I think.”
.  

Barthes separates the qualities of a photograph into two elements: The studium and the punctum.  The studium is the quality of the photograph that invokes a general interest, when one perhaps has an understanding of a body of information that it is a part of.  For example, I might look through a book of photographs of civil war photographs and find them interesting because I understand and appreciate their historical or political significance. The order of the studium is that of “liking,” not “loving.”  There is a polite engagement with the photographer’s intentions, and whether I approve or disprove of those intentions, I nevertheless enter into harmony with them, understanding them and arguing them within myself.
  These photographs are unary photographs— photographs that transform reality without doubling it, without making it vacillate.  The photograph’s content can shock, (“the literal can traumatize” notes Barthes) but this shock is still within the public realm: something that can be developed or analyzed.  This shock is not a disturbance; as Barthes puts it, “The photograph can “shout”, but not wound”.

The wounding nature of photography is a very different element reserved for a rare selection of photographs.  The punctum is the order of loving.  It is the private nature of looking at a photograph, not the publicly shared cultural context, but the tiny detail in the occasional photograph that shoots out from the scene to pierce the viewer.  Barthes describes his own vision of a photograph that contains a punctum as when “I dismiss all knowledge, all culture, I refuse to inherit anything form another eye than my own”
  The punctum is brief and active: it is the detail within a photograph that breaks through the studium to leave a bruise on the spectator.  It is what makes one photograph poignant separated from all those that are interesting but impersonal.  Barthes also makes sure to specifiy that the punctum is a detail that is offered by chance, and for nothing (as far as the Spectator is concerned).  The photograph contains a duality, but not one that is the result of a development, nor is it usually an intentional detail set up by the photographer.  In Koen Wessing’s photograph of Nicaragua in 1979, where a pair of nuns cross through the path of three armed soldiers, the intentional juxtaposition of these two contrasting elements is not the order of the punctum, as this is something that can be articulated.  The detail of a punctum is one that reaches out and grabs the spectator in a way that can not be developed or scrutinized or put into words.  It is the je ne sais quoi that makes the spectator pause on one page of a photography book instead of continuing to browse through. The detail “does not necessarily attest to the photographer’s art; it says only that the photographer was there, or else, still more simply, that he could not not photograph” the punctum.

Barthes’ Camera Lucida was published in 1979, as his last published works.  At the time, simulation technology was much less developed and much less dispersed to the general public.  Certainly no one looking at the early forms of video games would have worried about someone’s inability to discern between its graphics and reality.  For Barthes, therefore, photography was novel in its form as the invisible envelope for its content.  He wondered in awe at the photographs that reached out and wounded him; that contained a single detail that could fill the whole picture with a poignancy he could not articulate.  

“There is a photograph by Kertész (1921) which shows a blind gypsy violinist…now what I see, by means of this “thinking eye” which makes me add something to the photograph, is the dirt road; its texture gives me the certainty of being in Central Europe…(here, the photograph really transcends itself: is this not the sole proof of its art?  To annihilate itself as medium, to be no longer a sign but the thing itself?)”
 

Now, as media has developed and technology has improved, we have reached a point where we strive to represent as close a resemblance to reality as possible until we annihilate the medium, and allow the medium to generate reality.  “Reality” Television is a fine example of our desire to create a reality that replaces the one we have, and likewise, Video Games and Virtual Reality Military Training programs have begun to generate a reality of their own, causing us to forget the envelope the content is arriving in.  In this new media environment, a fascinating case is the photography of Jeff Wall.  Jeff Wall, a photographer from Canada, is considered by many to be an incredibly adventurous and innovative photographer, because of his carefully posed photographs.  There is nothing accidental about Wall’s photographs: he poses his subjects and settings exactly as he wants them, before he photographs.  Recently, Wall had a show at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City, where he showed many of his major lightbox photographs, including the photograph Dead Troops Talk (1992).  Wall describes this photograph as “a vision after an ambush of a Red Army Patrol, near Moqor, Afghanistan, winter 1986.”
  The photograph is an imagined scene of dead soldiers interacting with each other in the side of a ditch.
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Dead Troops Talk, along with many of Wall’s other photographs, raise a number of really interesting questions in light of Roland Barthes’ discussions on photography.  Like Reality television, or the advanced simulation military games, Jeff Wall’s photography is the memory of a reality that did not exist.  There is still indexical proof that these people were really there, (our knowledge of the science of photography and the chemical reactions involved grants us the understanding that this photograph is proof that this scene did exist) and yet the content of the photograph has been entirely constructed.  The usual sense of historicity that a photograph supplies us with— the certainty that this moment captured on film must have happened— is now made muddy with this new complications. For Barthes, the role of the photographer, (who Barthes calls the Operator) is to work to surprise the Spectator through what it is he has captured on film.  (This surprise, Barthes notes, is within the principle of shock, but is not the same as the traumatizing quality of some photographs.  Rather, it is the role of the Operator to reveal what was so hidden that the subject himself was unaware of it.
  This surprise can come in a number of different forms: Rarity (of the referent), Frozen action (“a gesture apprehended at a point where the normal eye cannot arrest it”), Prowess (talent with the capturing of the referent: the drop of milk, the bullet in mid-shot), Contortion of Technique (manipulations with superimpressions, exploitation of defects), and just the Lucky Find (the nuns happened to be crossing the path of the soldiers).  The role of the Operator, according to Barthes, is to defy the laws of probability.

And yet Jeff Wall defies this notion of the Operator.  Jeff Wall makes no attempt to lie about the pre-meditated nature of his photographs, instead, he is happy to discuss the way he worked to create the scene that is the content of the photograph.  Is it possible that this has caused photography to inch away from Barthes’ vision of the invisible envelope?  Suddenly, because there is a shared knowledge that the content of his photographs are not candid, the discussion of the event of the photograph is limited.  We cannot talk of Jeff Wall’s skill as an Operator using Barthes’ measure of surprise in his photographs.  It is as if the shift of focus away from the event of the photograph allows the Spectator to be aware of the actual photograph as an object, as the image on paper (or in Wall’s case, the projection and Light box).

Besides making us aware of the media itself, and engaging us in a discourse about the very nature of photography, Jeff Wall also puts the Spectator in an interesting predicament regarding Barthes’ elements of studium and punctum.   According to Barthes, when a photograph has a good studium, it causes the Spectator to encounter the photographer’s intentions and enter into harmony with them (regardless of whether the Spectator approves or disproves of these intentions, he is nonetheless engaged with them).  Thus, inherent within the nature of the studium, is the awareness of the intentions of the Operator, or perhaps even the authorship that the Operator has on the photograph.  (The disturbance of a photograph, Barthes says, is one of ownership.  In a society for which being is based on having, to whom does the photograph belong?)
 If this is the case, that the studium automatically engages with the intentions of the Operator, in addition to being the field that coincides with the body of shared cultural knowledge, what can we say about Jeff Wall’s photographs?  I cannot look at his photographs and participate in them culturally (receiving them as political testimony or impressive historical scenes) because they do not exist within a historical context that I can engage in.  They never really happened.  So does this mean that there is no quality of studium?  Does my vague, irresponsible interest in photographs whose “era” or “style” I recognize and thus appreciate with a cultural understanding cannot apply to Jeff Wall’s imagined spectrums?  And if this is the case, that such a field cannot be found in Wall’s photographs, does this mean that we are no longer concerned with the Operator’s intentions as well?  Is it that Jeff Wall’s photographs are so scripted that we cannot escape his vision and are left with only his ownership of the photograph, or is it that his erasing of the studium has also erased the need to engage with the intentions of the Operator, which grants ownership to the Spectator—grants the Spectator the authority to either find a punctum or not, with no need to wonder about Wall’s intentions?

On the topic of ownership, it is worth contemplating Barthes’ vision of posing for a photograph.  For Barthes, the photograph transforms the subject into an object.  A person posing for a photograph, wants to portray a specific version of themselves to the camera.  The act of posing transforms the subject into an image, and the very act is a microversion of death.  “I am neither subject nor object but a subject who feels he is becoming an object,” describes Barthes.  It is for this reason that so many photographers try to pose the subjects of their portraits in “life-like” positions (outside, with an animal, etc.) so that they might try to avoid allowing their subject to become death.  This death in the photograph is fascinating when paralleled with Jeff Wall’s photographs.  By Barthes’ standards, is it possible that these subjects are more dead than the average subject of a photograph, by virtue of the way they have been placed in specific positions and scenes as sheer objects, chess pieces that Wall has moved about?  Since everything has been placed just-so, is there no life to them at all, because there is nothing alive in the photograph?

Ah ha! And here is the dichotomy that no Roland Barthes essay would be complete without.  For Barthes, the punctum is an addition to the photograph.  It is “what I add to the photograph, and what is nonetheless already there.”
  It is also what expands the photograph. In G. W. Wilson’s photograph of Queen Victoria from 1863, Barthes sees a punctum in the necklace the Queen is wearing, and as a result creates a whole life external to her portrait.
  Sometimes, a punctum is difficult to recognize.  Barthes describes times when he only retroactively realized what the punctum of a photograph was, long after he had put the photograph away. In order to see a photograph, and to really figure out what aspect of the photograph is the punctum that has wounded, Barthes believes the best method is to close your eyes.  This allows you, the Spectator, to separate yourself from technique, reality, reportage, art etc. and just allow the detail to rise of its own accord into affective consciousness.
  Sometimes it is only by closing your eyes, that you can recognize the punctum.  It is for this reason that Barthes differentiates photography from cinema.  It is impossible to close your eyes on an image, in search of the punctum, and open them again to the same still frame.  The cinema changes too quickly, moves too fast.  For Barthes, the screen of the cinema is not a frame, but a hideout.  When the characters disappear from view, they do not die, they simply go off and live their lives elsewhere.  In contrast, in a photograph with a good studium, “everything which happens within the frame dies absolutely once this frame is passed beyond.”
  Photographs with a good studium are motionless, and the figures within them do not emerge or leave.  But a photograph with a punctum creates the blindfield that is similar to the one in the cinema.  The punctum expands the photograph and gives the figures within it an external life.  “The punctum is a kind of subtle beyond”.

From this point of view, it is possible to see Jeff Wall’s photographs as less like photographs and more like still frames from a movie.  We know that his photographs are posed, and so his figures are not subjects of his photography but are rather more like actors in his scene, with the same external life that Barthes grants figures in photographs with a punctum.  So is it that the act of posing his subjects so specifically causes them to be dead, as objects he has moved around, or is it that they are more alive as actors, because we know that they definitely have an external life?  When we look at the men of Dead Troops Talk, do we see them as dummies that Wall placed around a landscape?  Or do we see them standing up after a day-long shoot, shaking hands, going to get a sandwich? 
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