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Katarzyna Bojarska

Auto-photo-biographies

Hereitis, at last:

secret meeting in Karl-Marx-Stadt cafeteria, Widzew -

she puts a finger in his mouth, he keeps her finger in his mouth,
with blurred background behind someone still counts

on memory, someone backs the stage,

any minute now a shot of light will turn bones into poperl,

Jerzy Jarniewicz

The Stream of Life

In the era of social media and virtual communities such as Instagram, creating
one's auto-photo-biography seems as evident and indispensable as cleaning one’s
teeth. This activity is almost thoughtless, undisputed and automatic; necessary not
only for becoming a certain some-body, but even for being as such. Equally evident
(if not essential) is the creative dimension of these kinds of visual narratives. The
emergent image, and personal story that follows, become filtered by desires,
dreams and concepts of oneself and of the ways others see us: self-portrait and
autobiography reveal what we want to share with others, how we want to be seen
and perceived. Creating a record of one's history equals - to a large extent -
creating one’s own “stream of images”; today, more than ever - though in a slightly
altered context — Walter Benjamin’s claim that “history decays into images and not
stories”® stands in accordance with reality; and these are very particular images:
images which participate in life, record it, dictate and organize it, sometimes even
erase or destroy. On the other hand, however, as our lives and images are
ceaselessly registered by the apparatus of power in its diverse forms, such self-
record, or record of the self, can be perceived as a gesture of resistance, - an
attempt at saving oneself vis-a-vis absolute subjugation and control. However,
there remain those who do not share this auto-photo-biographical passion, or

possibly, they are faithful to other modes of recording their personal stories and
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images, or maybe in a more or less conscious way they escape this omnipresent
“recording.” Whatever its means and form, every autobiography faces the same
question: is it the “I" that creates the story of the I's past or rather, is it the story that

creates the “I" as a protagonist of history and fiction alike®.

Taking the above and other reasons into consideration,
now seems to be the right time to pursue a kind of
archeology of auto-photo-biography, and to return to
autobiographic projects in which the interplay of (literary)
text and (photographic) image uncovers not only some
specificities of the genre, but also the crisis of
representation and historical experience from the second
half of the 20t century onwards. Such critical and
politically self-conscious archeology allows for

readdressing problems around “history writing” and living

among, and in relation to, photographic images, as well
as life and photography in general. It thus seems Aneta Grzeszykowska, Untitled
worthwhile to revisit such theories and projects without (Portraits), 2005 (source)
which - as | claim - neither autobiography (nor biography for that matter) nor
photography (both analogue and digital) would mean what they do today. | am
thinking in particular of Vladimir Nabokov's Speak, Memory, Roland Barthes par
Roland Barthes and his Camera Lucida, of Georges Perec’'s W ou le souvenir
d’enfance (actually his oeuvre as a whole), of W.G. Sebald’s prose writings read as

a very peculiar kind of auto-photo-biography, of Virginia Woolf's Orlando, writings
and photographs by Ewa Kuryluk, Aneta Grzeszykowska's photographic projects (as
well as her dolls!), of the work of Roni Horn, Sophie Calle, Cindy Sherman, Francesca

Woodman, Chantal Akerman or Claude Cahun®. Each of them develops his/her

own auto-photo-biography in a distinctive and unparalleled way.

The works of literary criticism, especially written in French, devoted to the question
of autobiography and photography are countless, while the vocabulary developed
in this field is abundant and confusingS. The terminological inconsistency is
somewhat organized by Laurence Petit in her essay devoted to Nabokov's Speak,
Memory, where she stresses a growing awareness of fictionalization of
autobiographical projects and a critical approach to their “photographic” character.

Following her research one should bear in mind Hervé Guibert's concept of
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"photobiogrc1phy,"6 Johnny Gratton'’s “photographic autofiction,”’ parallel to French
nouveau roman - ‘new c1utobiog;r<:1phy"8 (Mounir Laouyen, Alex Hughes) and Maria
Louise Asher’s "meto-outobiogrophy"g. | have decided to mention these terms here
without analyzing in detail subtle differences between them, in order to point to

a certain need, if not desire, on the part of critics and theoreticians to set in order
and name this fugitive, hybrid, limited and heterogenic ‘genre.’ | am interested most
of all in a constellation of artifacts (of visual culture), which in another context or
reading would possibly have little to do with one another. And, most importantly,
from a researcher’s perspective: there exists no one methodology which would
allow one to discuss, analyze and compare them all. | am aiming thus at producing
(by performed readings) a methodology, at expanding the research field and
refreshing some of the already outdated (or concluded, one would have thought),
discussions: such as those addressing the relationship and difference between

document and fiction, or creation and authenticity/sincerity.

In this article my aim is thus neither to offer a systematic
and exhaustive description of the existing research field,
nor to analyze any specific artistic trend or detailed case
studies of works mentioned above. Instead, | would like to

look at — through the prism of text-image - constructions

of the present tense of identity; narratives of individual
his/herstories inscribed in collective histories which at the
same time question the conditions of possibility of the
construction of any narrative about the past and the self.

| am interested in what way textual-visual selves exist

and move across media, formats, and strategies of Claude Cahun and Marcel Moore,
telling and showing. To a certain extent this is about Untitled: Cahun and a mirror

a ‘photographic turn’in autobiography and an reflection, 1928 (source)
‘autobiographic turn’in photography — as much as | am skeptical of any ‘turn’in

critical thinking - in artistic practices which use and subvert the photographic

medium. Even though one could think that in the visual field there is no generic
equivalent to auto-fiction, because self-portraiture assumes the reference

between the person and the image, artists have long struggled to introduce diverse

estranging operations aimed at fictionalizing and problematizing not only

portraiture as such, but the very identity of the portrayed (bringing to life a kind of
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“self-portrait of somebody else”).

Most urgent questions reach, on the one hand, in the direction of the meaning of
photography for narratives about one’s past and for creating one’s history (both as
a single image and a series of images - an album or an archive; photography as

a very specific kind of “text”; photography as a very specific kind of being;
photography as memory and/or oblivion; photography as a specter and as matter).
On the other hand, questions extend towards what is creating and making history
by means of photographic images, whether a picture shows or tells. What is the role
of verbal commentary in the case of such photography (or photographic project)?
What should one make of its lack, the withdrawal or at times rendering null and
void of language? And there is another mode of photography’s being in
autobiographic projects: when it operates by its absence, or lack: having been
removed, erased, or annihilated, yet active and effective. | am thus concentrating
more than anything on such cases when auto-photo-biographic (artistic / literary)
projects are at the same time theoretical projects which introduce “weak” or “soft”
theories of photography and autobiography (sometimes also subjectivity,

representation and language).
A Moment of History

An important moment for auto-photo-biography is the second half of 1970s, i.e.

a time when the authority of grand narratives about the past was painfully
questioned. In 1873 American intellectual historian, Hayden White published his
Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Euro,oew in which he
claimed that any historical tale about the past is precisely a narrative authored by
a historian, and that there exists the “poetics of historical writing” based on
rhetorical rules and figures. White discovered the literary within the scientific and
claimed authorial agency for historians as writers. What is more, as many, Dominick
LaCapra among them, would argue afterwards, a historian always narrates a story
which implicates him/her, is always motivated by a personal (even if not
acknowledged) choice, and always for a reason, even if that reason remains
obscure (for that person). After this discovery of historical writing as writing was
made, it has become a matter of essential scholarly honesty, writerly sincerity and
authorial ethical politics not to negate it and to make it available to readers. New

historicism invited not so much more “open-ended"” historical narratives (or less
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rigorously academic ones), but rather created a space for emergence of new
theories of autobiography and autofiction. If it became “clear” that historiography
has its own poetics, the poetics of personal histories could now become more
metapoetic and open to other media (including photography as critical and artistic

image, not so much as visual evidence) and to questioning their referentiality.

The questions of authenticity, truth, faithfulness and
sincerity as well as a crisis of reference, identity and
likeness in autobiographical writing (recording one’s past
and transferring it to others), all come together in Roland

Barthes’ Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes and

Philippe Lejeune’s TheAutobiographical Pact, both from

Aneta Grzeszykowska, /ranian Film

Stills, 2015 (source)

1975. Autobiography like photography (according to their
most traditional, though still common, definition) is
supposed to refer to something beyond itself, or to a reality beyond its own pictorial
reality. According to Lejeune, the essence of the pact between the reader and the
author is accepting the fact that the author, narrator and textual “I" of
autobiography are one, this identity is more than just likeness'™. In other words, the
one who writes, narrates and is being talked about is the exact same person. What
is at stake in such a framework is most of all the reader’s sense of safety: the
person who narrates his/her story existed or exists for real and as such guarantees
that also history existed and exists (a past framed by this or that tale, frozen in/as
this or that image). Lejeune is not interested in the visual, his reflection concentrates
on textual narratives only. At the same time, creating the story of himself with the
use of text and (photographic) images, Barthes disturbs if not breaks the
connection not so much between the “I" who narrates his past and the “I” living in

a real and material actuality, but the “I" whose image was recorded by

a photographic camera in the past, the experiencing |, the | of memory acts and the
| who is writing. This multiplicity will not become one, because this subject is insofar

as he is not one'~.

Two years after Lejeune’s theory of the pact was published, French writer and critic,
Serge Doubrovsky, introduces the term auto-fiction to describe his own
autobiographical practice as well as many other (critical and self-critical) personal
histories published at that time. According to Doubrovsky, the fact that the author

of the text is identical with its narrator and protagonist does not necessarily mean
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that the reality depicted is not a product of literature, i.e. imagined rather than
faithfully rendered. Memory as a vehicle of this kind of text works hand in hand with

imagination to create literary fiction. '

Producing the self and reproducing this self’s history is an artistic creation par
excellence, a continuous performance of a variable being, elusive, hybrid, estranged
from oneself (or only discovered in the process of writing): self from a distance,
detached, seen in a photo from the past. Let us recall Camera Lucida, published in
1980, in which Barthes writes that the photographic portrait is the birth of | as
somebody else”. Autobiography deals with a hybrid and is a hybrid itself; it refers
to the past, and to the present, to that which is ours and that which belongs to
somebody else, to documents and fictions, to the desire for authenticity and to the
need of fiction (of happiness or mastering). Autobiography rests on

a multidirectional pact between present | and numerous I's from the past, between
textual | and the | beyond the text, between | watching itself on pictures and

| photographed in every single space-time, between every one of these I's and the
looking/reading I/eye. Just as with photography. So, the encounter between these
two hybrids - both in theory and in auto-historiographical practice - seems not so

much inescapable, but rather indispensable.

In Autobiography as De-facement, a text from 1979, Paul e i . }
de Man writes that the genre’s theory is monotonous and ’ |
predictable, and that it repeatedly gets stranded with

claims, frames and definitions taken for granted yet

problematic. De Man argues that autobiography is an

>

uncertain genre whose representatives “seem to shade o — A.l #

15 Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Still #53,
1980 (source)

off into neighboring or even incompatible genres.”
However, he takes into consideration only textual genres.

And when he writes about the image, the photographic image to be precise, it is
with ignorance not only of photographic theory but also with contemporary artistic
practices which at that time overtly questioned referentiality and transparency of
the photographic medium. “But are we so certain that autobiography depends on
reference, as a photograph depends on its subject or a (realistic) picture on its
model?"'® - he writes. The dependence of photography on its object, just like the
dependence of the subject on his/her photographic image, have been

systematically deconstructed by the artists of the Pictures Generation', such as
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Cindy Sherman (her Untitled Film Stills come from 19771), Richard Prince, Sherrie
Levine and Louise Lawler. Thus one could claim with much polemical vigor that

what de Man writes about literary autobiography relates equally to photography:

And since the mimesis here assumed to be operative is one mode of
figuration among others, does the referent determine the figure, oris it the
other way round: is the illusion of reference not a correlation of the
structure of the figure, that is to say no longer clearly and simply a referent
at all but something more akin to fiction, which then however, in its own

turn, acquires a degree of referential productivity’?18

De Man is convinced that there can be no clear division between fiction and
autobiography. Moreover, to decide whether a work is one or the other is simply
impossible, while what is most intriguing from the point of view of theory and
criticism is precisely this impossibility. In the context of auto-photo-biography all this
seems even more complicated and fascinating. In cases which | find of interest,
photography does not guarantee reference of the autobiographical text, quite to
the contrary, it problematize it even more, at the same time problematizing the
referentiality of the medium and of the genre. The photographic image does not
contribute to fixing the subject of biography, neither does it materialize it; it does
little to root literature in the material and visual experience of the past, it does not
support certainty but rather multiplies and forces doubts. At most it contributes to
create more powerful affective bond between the author and the recipient of this
history. It confirms the subject of biography insofar as it extracts his/her
ambiguities, uncertainties, and heterogeneity, as the objects of his/her and the
reader’s cognition. Photography like autobiography privileges a kind of double
consciousness: a need for and impossibility of rooting oneself in that which is
beyond the text, and beyond the image. Moreover, and possibly a more
fundamental fear, that there is no “beyond” at all, or an anxiety that even if it exists,
it is only as a constellation of realities produced by others, as a mutual intertwining
of narratives, gestures, and images of and by others, as something inaccessible and

obscure, as a product of phantasy, memory and angst.

As the authors of the introduction to Textual and Visual Selves rightly point out,
“images of objects or people may not function straightforwardly as attestation of

what has been, but rather serve as the repository of an inner life and as an
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inscription of what might have been, an imagined rather TR D
: g o
than a lived p<:1st."19 Photography thus serves not only to ‘

question the time of the story and the time of experience,
the time of living-on and of memory, but also to estrange
the subject of autobiography, and as such, it was
especially pertinent for various feminist conceptions of
autobiography. A crisis of reference contributed greatly
to reclaiming or re-appropriating this genre by female
narrations of the past and of identity, which allowed for

an exposing of the space of exclusion (of the female voice ~ Francesca Woodman, Francesca

Woodman, Polka Dots, Providence,

Rhode Island, 1976 (source)

as the other of traditional autobiography), and for
making their voice heard immediately on other terms.=?
According to Lionnet, writing enabled the bringing to life of a heterogeneous,
pluralist |, who profited from this multiplicity and ambivalence, and gained power to
fight and refuse "polarized and polarizing notions of identity, culture, race or
gender"al. Female autobiography - as a gesture of claiming control over one’s
history, telling this history in one’s own voice and by one’'s own means, forms and
figures - has also become a weapon to fight enforced images, roles, muteness and
subjugation. Writing autobiography, i.e. conscious inscription of one’s history, is an
expression of one’'s agency and power to become oneself, a re-appropriation of
one's image and gaining control over it, and, last but not least, offering it to the
world according to one’s needs and rules. As Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson,
editors of Interfaces: Women, Autobiography, Image, Performance, rightly claim,
one should think about female autobiography not in the context of referentiality but
performativity. Female identity and personal history emerge in “a performative act
constituting subjectivity in the interplay of memory, experience, identity,

embodiment and ogency"ea.
Still, Life

In what follows - an analysis of a single work of literature and several work-life
projects - | would like to show how a polyphonic theory of auto-photo-biography
presents itself from a perspective which grows out of 'mixed-media’ readings. It is
polyphonic and mixed media because it has been co-shaped by numerous artists,
writers and theoreticians and it is ‘mixed media’ because | do not stick to one media

- such as literary — but rather, dive into this porous space where not only verbal
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and visual; meet up, but also diverse forms and formats of visuality and textuality.
As has already been mentioned, | am interested in authors of autobiographical
projects who are aware of and include complex influence of photography,
problematic nature of memory and their complicated relationships with identity in
its numerous dimensions. In literary (auto)biographies | concentrate mostly on cases
when photography (sometimes absent as an image) turns out to be a crucial
element in the construction of narrative, as that which enables or blocks it, as that
which replaces memory, as nearly bodily object, a prosthesis of an absent, dead or
annihilated body, as remnants, ruins, and last but not least, as a prosthesis of
reality; photography as a support but also opponent of history (photography
reaches deeper), as a material witness and as a companion of life, all burden of this
multidimensional relation notwithstonding23. What organizes the majority of
“photographic narratives” is fascination, if not obsession, with the limited character
of the medium: the photographic image is located at the boundaries (and questions
them) between limitless possibility of reproduction (preservation, conservation or
even rescue), and the equally limitless and unrestricted possibility of erasure

(destruction, loss and manipulation) of history.
G.P.

In his afterward to Georges Perec’'s W or the Memory of Childhood (1975) the
author of the Polish translation describes this autobiographical narrative as

a “jigsaw” which Perec uses to create his “self-portrait,” or rather “a sketch for

a self-portrait’, and a “peculiar autobiography,” whose mechanism works for the
sake of extracting one’s life from oblivion®?. It is worth pointing out that in order to
grasp the essence of Perec’s work, the translator makes use of visual metaphors,
moreover, at one point Wawrzyniec Brzozowski claims that the first edition of W
included photographs described in the text which were removed from subsequent
editions™. The desire to “see” is so strong - Brzozowski is “burning with desire”, to
use Geoffrey Bachten's words - that it misleads him. The lack of these images is
constitutive for Perec’s narrative of his own, and his family’s past, and for his work
with and on memory; simply, they could not have been placed in the textl®. Wis
made of two parallel narratives: a fictitious story about an island named W (this
story is a disguise for his own story, or the History Perec “invented, described and
drew” at the age of 13), and a narrative about the author’s childhood and the fate

of his family - a narrative, or should one rather say, an attempt at narrating,
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constantly threatened by doubt and failure. The latter is also a tale about writing as
such, or rather, again, an impossibility to write and an attempt to fight this impasse.
Personal narrative is as fragmentary, broken and imperfect as the narrator’s
knowledge of the past. Fictitious counterpart accompanies it and supports it

courageously.

Perec writes that he has long deluded himself with the
lack of his own history. It was something he was “spared,”
because “other history, the grand history with its axe,
replaced it — war and concentration camps” (11).
Paradoxically, he was able to hide in the shadow of the
grand narrative of catastrophe, which not only granted
him peace (he did not have to look for his own story,

recreate or create it), but also identity — he was

a Holocaust child, a child survivor, an orphan who
survived his annihilated parents. He lived in the world of W.G. Sebald, Jacquot im Monat Feber
- as he himself called it - dry, transparent and simple 1939, Austerlitz, 2001 (source)
facts - one could add - deprived of any affect: he lost his

mother at the age of 6 and his father at age 4. “| have one photograph of my father
and five of my mother” (37) - this sentence opens Chapter 8 of W. In the second
paragraph Perec informs us that the idea to write his own history (to finally have

itl), came to him when he realized he wanted to become a writer. (37). Writing as

such made sense insofar as it served inventing or regaining his own history (and by
the same token, the history of his parents). In the subsequent part of the book he
provides a narrative divided in two, which he had written 15 years prior — a kind of
attempted autobiography. He introduces 26 footnotes to this text: corrections,
explanations, comments. We learn the things he invented, mistook or would have
written otherwise because he clearly remembers them differently at the time of
writing W. And when it comes to the aforementioned photographs of his parents,

he writes: “In the photograph, my father looks as the father should look like” (38).

This and the following pictures are described in detail: who is depicted, what the
background looks like, how the elements are located in the frame, as well as how
these photographs look like as material objects. In Chapter 10 three photographs
of/with his mother “emerge” (in one of them one can possibly spot a bit of the

father's coat), a fourth one in Chapter 15. One could say everyone looks as they
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should, or are expected to. Placed in proper sites and poses; classic iconographic
motifs such as a woman with a child notwithstanding. Nothing suggests what is
going to happen, nothing betrays what happened. Photographs do not make things
easier for Perec, neither do they help to rememiber nor to write. As such they have
no content of their own, they do not trigger memories or emotions; although the
narrator tries to animate them, to grab onto their living flesh, they remain paper

remnants of other (past) time and other (absent) people.
The drama of writing is played out in the following way:

| am not sure whether | really have nothing to say - | know that | am not
saying it. | am not sure whether what | would have to say had not been
expressed because it is unspeakable (I am not talking about the writer’s
limitations but about the unspeakability of what triggered writing) - | know
that what | write is transparent, pale, meaningless, and once and for all

annihilates it (52-53).
And here is how the drama of live, traumatically bond to the past is played out:

| do not write, however, to claim that | can say nothing. | write because we
lived together, because | was with them - my shadow among their
shadows, my body next to their bodies. | write, because they left a mark,
whose trace is my writing — their memory dies in writing, and writing is the

memory of their death and a confirmation that | am alive. (53).

Memory which disappears in writing, disappears even more so in the photographs,
there it has never been in the first place. What seems most important (as well as
most ironic, paradoxical and sad), is the fact that they are, they remained instead of
people. A chance that they bear traces of the latter offers no consolation (hope
that it is the mother’s handwriting!). If anything is inscribed in these images-as-
objects, it surely is not what they depict (scenes, faces, relationships), but rather the
bare fact of their existence, of their loss and of Perec’s being there while they are
not. This is precisely why the photographs cannot be in the text W and why they are
so essential for this text's becoming: they operate by means of their not-being-
there. Perec has no photographic family album, nothing to choose from; in his case
the “family frames” point to gaps and voids in memory and in family history, they

are burnt-out holes becoming photographs, snapshots from the past. They are
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pieces of the world that exists no more, something puzzling and at the same time

a kind of abjection, a thing touched by immaterial corpses; they are a souvenir not
because they depict the dead, but because they survived in their place. Material
presence of these images in the narrator’s life seems to be something exceptional:
they are impossible to reproduce or reprint, they are singular and exceptional and
as such they negate the very essence of photography (which is mass and
reproducible). And thus, their essence is not for display, impossible to be presented.
One may attempt to describe them, or — more adequately - to write with or from
them (rather than about them), and this is what Perec did in W as an auto-photo-

biography and in his literature as such.

R.H.

For Roni Horn life, private history and image (of/as) afppenmge O
a woman meet up to become the essence of her oeuvre. 5 g [ n ﬂ ﬂ u
Consistently she looks for her reflection in the faces of —
3 o & . ‘
other females, in other faces and herstories®’. She a a E - Q n
& € ]

makes images of relationships between various moments m ﬁ d M Q a ﬁ
in time, representations and experiences. Horn reaches Q a ﬂ a ﬁ y’:: ﬁ H

into childhood - or rather girhood - and invitesustosee & B | I P @ 0

it in ways both melancholic, autonomous and humorous. Roni Horn. This is Me, This is You,
In This Is Me, This Is You (1998-2000) we look at 1998-2000 (source)
everyday photographic portraits of 8-10-year-old

Georgia, exhibited in two gridded sets of 48 images each®, Crucially, every image
in each grid has an equivalent in the other, they were taken at almost the same
time, but on the level of expression they are strikingly different. However, this is not
something one spots immediately, the two grids cannot be seen at the same time.
So, we are deceived that these are sets of Georgia's portraits from various
moments of her life (and it is the temporal difference that explains different facial
expressions). There is no chronology in these sets, thus it is not a bildung kind of
visual narrative. Transformations, rather than being squeezed into the frame of
individual’s progress, are being celebrated here as such, are a source of joy and
Jouissance. We see Georgia playfully making “faces”, we see various faces of the
same girl, or different girls with a similar face, we see her looking into the camera
and the face of another woman, her aunt. We enter between the two, and by doing

so we enter a relationship which remains equally obscure as the girl herself, as
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girlhood, as adolescence which culminates in self-awareness or, one should rather
say, in the awareness of one’'s image or oneself as image. Childhood - to
paraphrase another protagonist of Roni Horn's pictures, Héléne Cixous - is the time
of ceaseless quest for the self and of curiosity of the world®?. The artist allows the
“I” and "you” to remain suspended in-between undecidability and complete lack of

certitude: who is Georgia, who was she and whom has she become.

What if Georgia is Horn as a girl? In her Roni Horn aka
Roni Horn (2008-2009) we see portraits (possibly also
self-portraits) of the artist from different moments and
periods of her life put in pairs. We see her as a girl,
a teenager, young woman, a tomboy and almost not-a-
woman - Roni Horn plays with her image and with the
image of a female or femininity, its numerous variants. Is
identity as uncertain as the portrait, do we always look
Subject Index, 2009 (source)
like the one we are, or do we try to look like somebody
similar to us or to our image? Do we recall ourselves, do we recognize ourselves or
do we rather appear to ourselves like a specter flickering in the dark past (even if
not so very ancient)? Horn piles up questions and paradoxes, putting together this
visual reflection on the very essence of her identity and the photographic image. As
Thierry de Duve rightly put it in writing about her You Are the Weather - and
| would claim that this relates to all the works by Roni Horn mentioned here - the
form and the content become one, and this is the measure of true art. The artist
rejects “the conventions of both representation (in the third person) and portrait (in
the first person), and [invents] figurative images addressing their viewers in such
a way that the figure they contain presents itself - herself - neither as addresser
nor as referent but as addressee. A 'you’ addressing a ‘'you' indeed deserves to be
called a new form.”>® These projects should be considered not only meta-artistic,
but also quintessentially political. Horn creates her own look, her own way of seeing,
allowing her to look at female faces and see female faces, as well as femininity as
something not self-evident, untamed and at those moments when there is still a lot

to be decided, a lot about to happen.

The auto-photo-biography of Roni Horn also includes an amazing series of portraits
of faces or of “portraits of portraits” as Cixous called them, and - to use her

phrasing again - “auto-hetero-portraits of Roni Horn as face"?!: Index Cixous and
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Portrait of an Image (with Isabelle Huppert), both made
in 2005.°7 In brief, one could say that Cixous
impersonates herself (Writer? Philosopher? Woman?
Algerian Jew? French? Mother?) while Huppert
impersonates the filmic characters whom she has
become in the past 30 years of her life as an actress. We
see faces of these two women in close-up, quite densely

packed in the frame, one next to another, composed in

series. The way Horn framed and presented these
images makes one doubt whether it is about Cixous /

Roni Horn, Portrait of an Image (with
Huppert at all, or rather about the face - as the author

Isabelle Huppert), 2005 (source)
of Medusa’s Laughter had it- moreover, the face of

a woman - because she is a multitude, never identical with herself.> The

encounter Horn arranges and documents with her camera is one of equality, where

the photographed and the photographer are on the same level and thus become
co-authors. Whenever she is taking a picture of somebody she is also taking

a picture of herself, and the other way round. Her photographs and her

photographing do not violate nor subjugate the photographed bodies (faces). The
artist does not reach for that which they would rather hide or simply not share, and

by doing so she makes them share more than we expect, or in a way that provides

a new encounter with photography as well as the character herself. She does not
undress them and does not turn them into metaphors (does not make them be

instead of something that is absent, or in place of somebody who is not)>%.

Women-faces are portrayed and their stories remain with them and are shared for

a moment.

k%

In her book devoted to female autobiography, which she published in mid 1990s,

Shoshana Felman famously wrote:

None of us, as women, has as yet, precisely, an autobiography. Trained to
see ourselves as objects and to be positioned as the Other, estranged to

ourselves, we have a story that by definition cannot be self-present to us;
a story that in other words, is not a story, but must become a story. And it

cannot become a story except through the bond of reading, that is,
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through the story of the Other (the story read by other women, the story of
other women, the story of women told by others) in so far as this story of

the Other as our own autobiography, has as yet precisely to be owned.>°

What Felman considers to be some sort of burden or
misery, or at least a limitation or toil of female
autobiography - the fact that it must come to life
through the histories of others - Roni Horn takes as

a blessing, an opening up, a liberation and a possibility.
To find in oneself the histories of others and to tell them,
as well as to tell one’s history by the stories of the others

or others’ stories, and to weave them together for the

benefit of all - this is what happens here with the
participation of the photographic camera: the possibility Sophie Calle, Appointment with
of finding oneself, one’s true image and appropriate Sigmund Freud, 1999 (source)
tone, to finally get hold of one’s past in the present. Such

as happened to Tacita Dean, for example, when she was reading W.G. Sebald'’s

Rings of Saturn. She came across a thread of the fabric of her family history, her
ancestors, and by appropriating Seblad’s tool, she wove herself into his visual-

textual narrative. It was possibly only because Sebald in his text-image opened up

a space for such a quest and such an encounter, a space for polyvocal interventions

in the past and its present imoge36.

Georges Perec and Roni Horn have rather little in common. Their projects originate
from different biographical experiences and adopt different media and strategies.
In putting them together in my narrative | wanted to highlight that only doubt in
one’s possibilities (as a human being and as an artist), in one’s identity and the
identity of the medium one works in (and for), makes it possible to overcome
distrust or even despair and to create with others always in mind (and heart), as
well as other histories and the histories of others. Both of them resort to
seriousness and playfulness to get access to and transmit their histories in ways
that are aware of their historicity, and to portray without appropriating and doing
harm to those who look and those who are being looked at. Today we know more
than ever before that there is no auto-photo-biography without exposure to

a public and that any body - even the most sensual and desired - can be frozen in

a frame and killed on paper.
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the lives of Jews in Eastern Europe and in Northern Africa, on torments and
persecutions, personal dramas, love, kids, etc., on herself as a woman and as

a Jewess. The pictures depict people, places, and documents. From 1955 on -
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of her life and that of her writing (bibliography).
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