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Since every photograph is contingent (and
thereby outside of meaning), Photography can-
not signify (aim at a generality) except by
assuming a mask. It is this word which Calvino correctly

uses to designate what makes a face into the product of a
society and of its history. As in the portrait of William
Casby, photographed by Avedon: the essence of slavery is
here laid bare: the mask is the meaning, insofar as it is
absolutely pure (as it was in the ancient theater). This 1s
why the great portrait photographers are great mytholo-
gists: Nadar (the French bourgeoisie), Sander (the Ger-
mans of pre-Nazi Germany), Avedon (New York’s
“upper crust’’).
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AVEDON: WILLIAM CaAsBY, BORN A SLAVE. 1003

“The mask is meaning,
insofar as it is absolutely pure ../



Yet the mask is the difficult region of Photography.
Society, it seems, mistrusts pure meaning: [t wants mean-
ing, but at the same time it wants this meaning to be
surrounded by a noise (as is said in cybernetics) which
will make it less acute. Hence the photograph whose
meaning (I am not saying its effect, but its meaning) is
too impressive is quickly deflected; we consume it aesthet-
ically, not politically. The Photograph of the Mask is in
fact critical enough to disturb (in 1934, the Nazis cen-
sored Sander because his “faces of the period” did not
correspond to the Nazi archetype of the race), but it is
also too discreet (or too “distinguished”) to constitute an
authentic and effective social critique, at least according
to the exigencies of militantism: what committed science
would acknowledge the interest of Physiognomy? Is not
the very capacity to perceive the political or moral mean-
ing of a face a class deviation? And even this is too much
to say: Sander’s Notary is suffused with self-importance
and stiffness, his Usher with assertiveness and brutality;
but no notary, no usher could ever have read such signs.
As distance, social observation here assumes the neces-
sary intermediary role in a delicate aesthetic, which ren-
ders it futile: no critique except among those who are
already capable of criticism. This impasse is something
like Brecht’s: he was hostile to Photography because (he
said) of the weakness of its critical power; but his own
theater has never been able to be politically effective on
account of its subtlety and its aesthetic quality.

If we except the realm of Advertising, where the mean-
ing must be clear and distinct only by reason of its mer-
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“The Nazis censored Sander
because his ‘faces of the period’
did not correspond to the aesthetic
of the Nazi race.”

SANDER: NOTARY



cantile nature, the semiology of Photography is therefore
limited to the admirable performances of several por-
traitists. For the rest, with regard to the heterogencity of
“good” photographs, all we can say is that the object
speaks, it induces us, vaguely, to think. And further: even
this risks being perceived as dangerous. At the limit, 70
meaning at all is sater: the editors of Life rejected Ker-
tesz's photographs when he arrived in the United States
in 1937 because, they said, his images “spoke too much’™,
they made us reflect, suggested a meaning—a different
meaning from the literal one. Ultmately, Photography is
subversive not when it frightens, repels, or even stig-

matizes, but when it is pensive, when it thinks.

An old house, a shadowy porch, tles, a crum-

bling Arab decoration, a man sitting against

the wall, a deserted street, a Mediterranean tree
(Charles Clifford’s “Alhambra”): this old photograph
(1854) touches me: it is quite simply there that T should
like to live. This desire affects me at a depth and accord-
ing to roots which I do not know: warmth of the climate?
Mediterranean myth?  Apollinism?  Defection? With-
drawal? Anonymity? Nobility? Whatever the case (with
regard to myself, my motives, my fantasy), I want to live
there, ¢n finesse—and the tourist photograph never satis-
fies that esprit de finesse. For me, photographs of land-

scape (urban or country) must be habitable, not visitable.
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This longing to inhabit, if I observe it clearly in mysclf, is
neither oneiric (I do not dream of some extravagant site)
nor empirical (I do not intend to buy a house according
to the views of a real-estate agency); it is fantasmatic,
deriving from a kind of sccond sight which scems to bear
me forward to a utopian time, or to carry me back to
somewhere in myself: a double movement which Baude-
laire celebrated in Invitation an voyage and La Vie an-
térzenre. Looking ar these landscapes of predilection, it is
as if [ were certain of having been there or of going there.
Now Freud says of the maternal body that “there is no
other place of which one can say with so much certainty
that one has already been there.” Such then would be the
essence of the landscape (chosen by desire): heimlich,
awakening in me the Mother (and never the disturbing
Mother).
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