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an overwhelming and oppressive world. A world that manifests itself fundamentally
through the image is only a few steps from totalitarian manipulation. Images, the
visual power of present-day capitalism, like the ritual constructions of ancient Egypt,

are refined ways of inhibiting and crushing man. [ have lived more than twenty years
with these anxieties. I am convinced of the effectiveness of shared, collective work,

and of the decisive importance of dialogue among people. I have learned much more
by conversing, in'animated exchanges and u)llutnc discussions, than in eyeing and
leadmg the barrage of information that imposes on us a docile passivity. That is the
lure of pseudo-reality.

The photographs in magazines and books, or blown-up on posters and bill-
boards, have the limited power of a watchword, of visual phraseology. We do not
commit ourselves by giving our word, we do not assume a real and considered posi-
tion within the group. The image only incites us, it does not commit us. It
customarily manipulates us. For better or for worse, The visual image has a limited
value within a social and cultural system.

The Greek habit of dialogue continues to be a liberating principle; and when
this dialogue becomes universal among men and bases itself on work, on coherent
action — only then will the image be able to play a humanizing role.

The prestige of the visual image is out of all proportion. Photographs are ideas,
memories, feelings, thought — and thought devotes itself only to death, to what is
mechanical in life, to regularities or distortions. Life is first action, then words, and
a photograph in death. It is an instantancous truth that has already ceased to exist.

Photography has taught us not to twist ourselves around a discourse that should
always be an open dialogue. It is what we have been, and not necessarily what we
will be. We are ignorant of the future.

There are one, two, three paths . . .

PART SEVEN

The photographic
gaze

Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Still #21, 1978. Courtesy the artist and Metro Pictures, New York.
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Introduction

Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at. This
determines not only most relations between men and women but also
the relation of women to themselves.’

(Berger 1972: 47)

EBATES ABOUT ‘THE GAZE’ in photography date emerged from general

feminist theoretical perceptions and debates of the 1970s/1980s. Discussing
classic Hollywood narrative cinema Laura Mulvey drew upon psychoanalysis to
argue that images of women on screen are constructed for the gratification of the
male spectator. Freud's discussion of voyeurism is premised on his proposition
that scopophilia, that is, the desire 1o look, is a primary human instinct. In patriar-
chal cultures the male l/eye is central within discourse and woman is ‘other’; in
psychoanalytic terms she is complexly construed as simultaneously the object of
desire and a source of fears and insecurities. Mulvey noted that this objectifica-
tion of women is reinforced cinematically both through the use of the camera to
frame her image, and through the audience being drawn into identification with
the point of view or 'look’ of male characters within the fictional narrative (Mulvey
1975). It is this formulation that Victor Burgin acknowledges and draws upon in
his discussion of ‘the look’ in photography (see Part 3, p. 130 ff.); he later suggests
that the effect of the ‘still' of the photograph, the permission for the eye to roam
within the frame, and the apparent artlessness or naturalism of the image — by
contrast with, for instance, an oil painting — also need taking into account (Burgin
1990). Thus, in considering what is sometimes termed ‘the phallic gaze of the
camera’ in relation to the still image, we need to consider both specific charac-
teristics of photographs and broader cultural attitudes.

Debates not only raised questions of gender. Discourses inter-sect. For
instance, articulated with gendered relations of looking are discourses of age and
ethnicity whereby the idealised female image is, almost without exception, young,
slim, light-skinned. In photography, discussion focused on female representation,
in particular, feminist critics argued that ‘the nude’ is a masquerade, a genre in
art which essentially acts as an excuse for contemplating nakedness, however
abstractly or pleasingly pictured. The female nude was thus reconceptualised as
a patriarchal fetish, whilst the homo-eroticism of male nudity in European classical
art was also acknowledged. In the first essay here, Roberta McGrath analyses the
work of Edward Weston, drawing upon his own daybooks, as well as upon femi-
nist interrogations of the ambiguity of woman as sign within patriarchal discourses.

Since the initial discussions of relations of power and powerlessness of the
surveyor and the surveyed in terms of gender there has been concern to develop
debates more complexly. As Anne Williams commented:

Relations of looking, whether socially or in visual representations, are
governed by convention which unsurprisingly are structured according
to the norms of masculinity and femininity — man the active subject of
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the look, the looker, woman its passive object. A number of questions
occur. How does the woman look? Is she forced to share the way of
seeing of the man, or might there be a specifically female gaze? Can
the man too be the object of the gaze? Can such a clear distinction
be made between male and female, masculine and feminine?
(Williams 1987: 6)

Such debates have been extensively explored, including, for example, interro-
gating the male nude in photography (Cooper 1990; Pultz 1995); lively discussion
of the work of Robert Mapplethorpe; leshian looking and the performative
(Boffin/Fraser 1991; Bright 1999). Debates were also explored through practice,
for instance, in Cindy Sherman's work, which has been discussed as postmodern
art and in terms of image and identity. In the essay reproduced here, Avgikos
argues that Sherman's practice is also founded in feminist perceptions. Both
Weston and Sherman are generally encountered in the context of the art gallery
or art publications. The critical discussions have broader implications as questions
of patriarchy, desire and voyeurism are equally relevant to analysis of commercial
imagery including advertising, fashion, erotica and the pornographic.

Extending from debates about the gaze in terms of gender and sexuality, repre-
sentation and desire have been interrogations of ways in which, historically and
now the ‘colonial gaze' implicates and reinforces privilege. Critiques of colonial
attitudes not only brought into question the positivist pretensions of traditional
anthropology, but also articulated issues of exoticism and otherness (Green 1984;
Graham-Brown 1988). Post-colonial theory also encompasses critical practices in
which ethnic, regional and cultural difference were differently pictured, re-posi-
tioning otherness. Here interrogations take into account subjective positions and
perspectives on the part of the photographer or critic as well as questioning issues
of representation. For instance, in the third essay included here, taking a single
photograph of a family group of Native Americans in Canada as a starting point,
Lippard dissects layers of past and present relations and assumptions, always
noting her own reactions as viewer of the image.

Indeed, photographs can be conceptualised and productively examined as
points of inter-section of multiplicities of gazes. Such an approach relates textual
decodings to broader historical and cultural questions. In the final essay in this
section, Lutz and Collins analyse examples from National Geographic, taking into
account a regime of visibility whereby definitions of otherness mirror and
contribute, often problematically, to conceptions of self (both in terms of individual
subjectivity and in terms of nationhood).
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Chapter 30

Roberta McGrath

RE-READING EDWARD WESTON
Feminism, photography and psychoanalysis

E DWARD WESTON IS, PERHAPS, UNUSUAL in that unlike many other
photographers his work has been dominated by his own writing. In his diaries
(published as The Day Books in 1961 and 1966') he records his life through his photog-
raphy, his sons, his appetite for women and health foods, and his dreams.

Despite this body of knowledge, his photographic work is most commonly
accounted for in terms borrowed from modernist art criticism. Emphasis is placed
firmly on formal qualities; a purifying of the visual vocabulary; and truth to the
(photographic) medium. From such received and well-worn criticism we learn how
Weston emerges from the murky depths of nineteenth-century pictorialism into the
blinding light of twentieth-century modernism. The trajectory traced is that of a
star. To quote Buckland and Beaton, Weston was ‘a man ahead of his time’,” who
then arose from ()I)scurit)' to fame via New York.

As the dominant ideological ruse of twenticth-century art criticism, modernism
has functioned not only to suppress any concern for the wider social matrix of which
all cultural production is part, but has also hidden issues of class and race and
crucially — those of gender.

For beneath all the fancy talk of the universal genderlessness of art, as women
we know that such truths are meant for men only. Such knowledge is kept
suppressed. How else could the illusion be preserved that the real meanings of art
are Llni\'cl‘xal, l)(‘_\'(m(l the interests of any one class or SCX:’3

[t is clear that a feminist art criticism cannot afford to have any truck with
modernist discourse. Lucy Lippard has described the feminist contribution to
modernism as ])r(‘t‘iscf_\' a lack of contribution.

It is therefore not accidental that in the title of this essay I place feminism before
I)h('JtOgl‘aph}' and [)S}'C‘]l(‘;alla]}'sis. The task which faces feminist practice is double-
t‘(]g(‘(l. On the one hand we must work to de-construct male |)a1‘adigms, and on the

other to construct female perspectives. Both are necessary if we are to change those

traditions which have silenced and marginalised us.




