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PROFESSOR LEBLANC: A BRIEF SYNOPSIS OF A FEW BOOKS ON PHOTOGRAPHY AND AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL NARRATIVE

(bold passages are mine for the purpose of my presentation)

Linda Haverty Rugg, Picturing ourselves: photography and autobiography. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1997.

"AN INTRODUCTION: PROBLEMS AND SCOPE OF PROBLEM" 
Over the past two decades, an essential question has been debated among scholars of autobiography: can we touch the world in writing?  Can an autobiographical text refer to a subject outside the text?  Does a self create its autobiography, or does an autobiography create its self?  
-A parallel and intimately related discussion explores the relationship of photography to the world.  Are photographs evidence of the existence of things or people in the world?  Or are they constructions, manipulative, masquerading as fact?  

-This book explores the intersection of these two debates the point at which photographs enter the autobiographical act.  What (or how) do photographs mean in the context of an autobiography?  Do they come to the rescue of autobiographical referentiality through the presentation of the author's body in the world, or do they undermine the integrity of referentiality through multiple or posed presentations?  Did the invention of photography transform the way we picture ourselves? 

(p. 1)
"OBJECTIVES OF THE BOOK"
-"part of my task in the following pages will be to examine the transformation of an author's self-image and self-writing when confronted with photographs of the self.  But it may be more accurate to say that photographs, which can display many views and variant versions of the same person, simply supply a visual metaphor for the divided and multiple decentered self, a self-image that gained momentum from Kierkegaard to Nietzche and Freud and beyond... (pp. 1-2)

"PROBLEMS WITH THE REFERENT: IN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL NARRATIVES AND IN PHOTOGRAPHY:
It is this double consciousness that informs the work of autobiographers of my study: the awareness of the autobiographical self as decentered, multiple, fragmented, and divided against itself in the act of observing and being; and the simultaneous insistence on the presence of an integrated, authorial self, located in a body, a place, and a time.  Photographs enter the autobiographical narrative to support both of these apparently opposing views; photography placed in conjunction with autobiographical texts helps to unpack the issue of reference in all its complexity.  (p. 2)
"TEXTS AND AUTHORS STUDIED" 
[...] four literary authors whose autobiographical texts and photographs express a consciousness of the problem of referring to the self in language and in image.  These authors are themselves theoreticians (although not all of them would think of themselves as such), and they come to my aid with fascinating reflections on the presence of photography in their visualizations and articulations of selfhood.  (p. 2) 

"AUTOBIOGRAPHY VERSUS PHOTOGRAPHY"
An immediate and obvious objection can be raised about the lack of symmetry in my objects of study; in autobiography, the object and subject of the text are the same […] the author writes his or her life story.  
Photographs, on the other hand, most frequently interject a third party into the process of recording an image; the photographer and the photographed subject are usually not the same person.  I can respond to this objection in several ways, and I do wish to consider it seriously, since it touches at the core of my arguments and my reasons for selecting these particular four authors for study.  First, and most superficially, it does sometimes occur that individuals make photographs of themselves, and this act is, in and of itself, interesting to any scholar concerned with autobiography. 

My emphasis in the lines above on the photographer's intrusion into the process of creating and distributing photographic images of individuals would seem to highlight the distinction between autobiography (by definition, the product of one person), and photographic portraits (the product of both the photographed subject and the photographer).  I would like to argue, however, that the loss of control over the body's image inherent in photographic portraits strikes a respondent chord in the autobiographers consciousness of the loss of control inherent in writing and (more importantly) publishing an autobiography.  (p. 4)

The photographic situation, then, offers the autobiographer a representational image for the autobiographical act of looking at oneself, as well as a metaphor for the intrusive act of reading and interpreting that takes place after the publication of the autobiography.  The photographer in such a metaphorical scenario is merely a cipher, a representation of the Eye, which can be either the alienated I of the autobiographer or the eye of the other, the reader.  There is an obvious danger in arguing that the photographer has no authorial role to play in the photographic process; photographers pose, frame, edit, develop, and otherwise manipulate the photographic subject and context in such a way that they must be counted as agents.  But here it is useful to remember once again the double consciousness attendant at the reception of photographs.  (p. 5)

While we know on one level that photographs are the products of human consciousness, they also can (have been, are, will) be taken as a natural sign, the results of a wholly mechanical and objective process, in which the human holding the camera plays an incidental role in recording a truth. Our belief in this aspect of photography allows us to admit photography as EVIDENCE in courts of law and persuades some that the spirits of the dead or heavenly emissaries can be captured on photographic film.  

These four authors illustrate four possible approaches to the presence of photography in the making of autobiography.  Strindberg photographs himself, Twain dictates to the photographer, Benjamin converts photography into theory and literature, and Wolf re-enters, reclaims, and rewrites her childhood memories through the photographic frame... (p. 6)
If, as I have argued above, photographs and autobiographies work together as signs to tell us something about the self's desire for self-determination, it will also be necessary to explore the ways in which these images and texts relate to the body that both constructs and is constructed by them.  To what or whom do autobiographies and photographs refer?  How does a text or an image touch the world?  How does the introduction of photographs and/or the photographic metaphor into autobiographical texts complicate autobiographical reference?  In the following section, I will explore these foundational questions.

Conclusion

All autobiographers of the photographic age must in some way reckon with photography when they take account of themselves; in this way they move to reclaim the control of self-image inherent in the autobiographical act and threatened by the advent of photography.  

Photographs are potentially dangerous; this point has been brought home repeatedly by writers who have contemplated the voyeuristic nature of photography, its objectification of and alienation from the subjects and time pictured within its frames, its capacity for deception, its untoward power in institutional settings, its presentation of the individual as ideal or as degraded type, its publication of private spaces of our lives, and on and one.  Most intimately, photographs mean to tell us how we ourselves look; they are the fixation of the gaze of the unseen Other.  

Taking these dangers into consideration, it is clear why the control of photographs occupies one of the central positions of power in our society.  The textualization of photography (either within or as text) offers the photographed subject a means of control.  (p. 231)

[…]the mere presence of photography challenges traditional forms of autobiographical narrative by calling into question essential assumptions about the nature of REFERENTIALITY, TIME, HISTORY AND SELFHOOD...  (p. 231)

Timothy Dow Adams, Light Writing & Life Writing: Photography in Autobiography (Chapel Hill & London: The University of North Carolina Press, 2000)

Preface

p. xi

Although autobiography was once thought of as nonfiction, as a subgenre of biography  and is still often classified under biography in libraries, bookstores, and catalogs in recent years scholars working with the genre have almost universally come to the realization that whatever else it is, autobiography is not simply nonfiction.

"ADAMS THESIS:

pp. xx-xxi

Light Writing and Life Writing is intended to explore how photography may be used or alluded to in modern autobiography.  The commonsense view would be that photography operates as a visual supplement (illustration) and corroboration (verification) of the text… that photographs may help to establish, or at least reinforce, autobiography's referential dimension.  In the wake of post-structural​ism, however, I argue that the role of photography in autobiography is far from simple or one-dimensional. Both media are increasingly self-conscious, and combining them may intensify rather than reduce the complexity and ambiguity of each taken separately. This book, then, is a series of case studies exploring the various ways in which text and image can interact with and reflect on each other. Photography may stimulate, inspire, or seem to document autobiography; it may also confound verbal narrative. Conversely, autobiography may mediate on, stimulate, or even take the form of photography. In my view, text and image complement, rather than supplement, each other; since reference is not secure in either, neither can compensate for lack of stability in the other. Because both media are located on the border between fact and fiction, they often undercut just as easily as they reinforce each other.
Introduction: I am the camera
p. 1

At first I thought that the mere presence of photographs within the text might constitute an unambiguous sign of the difference be​tween autobiography and autobiographical fiction, though now I see that photographs have been included in fiction, almost from the in​vention of photography, almost always used as illustration of place or atmosphere rather than of characters, and far more common in the nineteenth century when novels were commonly illustrated. Photo​graphs of people directly identified with the text seldom appear in novels.

ADVANCE \L 1112.45
"THE BOOKS PLAN OF STUDY"ADVANCE \L 1068.45
In the chapters that follow, I consider the ideas raised in this intro​duction in the cases of eleven different autobiographers, using as my approach - not an attempt to make artificial distinctions between fiction and nonfiction, between autobiography and other forms of life writing, between portraits and self-portraits, or between art photo​graphs and those found in family albums - but instead focusing on the borders between each of those oppositions where actual authors have themselves deliberately blurred such distinctions. My major themes are family albums, ancestral ghosts, uses of documentary, likeness and copy, surface and depth in photographs, relations between pho​tographs and their captions, posing, turning photographs into nar​rative, actual photographs, withheld photographs, fictional photo​graphs, trick photographs, damaged photographs, and photographic metaphors.(p. 21)

Timothy Dow Adams "Introduction: Life Writing and Light Writing; Autobiography and Photography", Modern Fiction Studies, 40:3 (fall 1994) pp. 459-492

Just as autobiographies are obviously artificial representations of lives, so photographs are clearly manufactured images: sitters are artificially posed and lighted, made to conform to the laws of perspective and the ideology of the photographic culture, reduced in size, reproduced on a flat plane often without color and yet there is something undeniably different about a photographic representation of a person as opposed to a painting of the same person. (P. 467)

In short, autobiography and photography are commonly read as though operating in some stronger ontological world than their counterparts, fiction and painting, despite both logic and a history of scholarly attempts that seem to have proven otherwise. 

