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Performed Photography – An Introduction.

My research so far has led to three areas where my work can claim to contribute somewhat to the debate on spatial and temporally inflected models of photography. Firstly the identification that photography has spent a disproportionate amount of time predicating its specificity on spatial concerns because of early errors in harnessing its history and practice to the existing framework of a pre-eminent spatial continuum. Next, this research has led to a new interpretation of the photographic moment/instant, which I have named At/one(mo)ment, (At one moment) or ‘Atonement’, which opens up temporal, allegorical and even quantum conceptions of photography and time to explain new ways that the photographic moment can be interrogated for meaning. Thirdly the distinct theorising and propagation of a methodology of Performed Photography, which enables experiment in a durational time-based form of photography, and which can be said to privilege the concept of time over space in multiple ways. The term itself has been coined in a different context in articulations by both Jennifer Blessing (1997) and Rosalee Goldberg (1998: 98) but little or no specific work has been done with respect to a coherent theory. 

As Barthes insightfully stated: “Yet it is not (it seems to me) by Painting that photography touches Art but by Theatre.” ( Barthes 1984: 31)

 Performed photography itself is a developed inter-disciplinary genre that highlights the relationship between the performative act and the act of photography. Crucially this involves a movement from pictorial stasis to the conception of a time-based act, as well as a shift from the descriptive to the performative, incorporating a new emphasis away from picture and toward event. What is meant by performed photography is a photographic practice that highlights the performative elements and relationships of the medium, those that are always present but generally unrecognised, un-developed or latent within the image and the process. In performed photography the relationship between the act being photographed and its record are radically reconfigured. In the normal relationship the event, being ephemeral, disappears leaving the photographic record standing highly visible in its role as mausoleum. This is the relationship that performance and theatre has historically had with photography, as well as the naturalised documentary contract. This relationship manufactures distance and promotes the cool dispassionate notion of the photographic record with which we are familiar, un-hinging the record from the referent and creating ‘estrangement’ from any experience of ‘reality’. In mainstream documentary practice an event will be chosen or searched out using empirically based observational tactics – however, and this is Berthold Brecht speaking through Walter Benjamin:

… less than at any time does a simple reproduction of reality tell us anything about reality. A photograph of the Krupp works or GEC yields almost nothing about these institutions. Reality proper has slipped into the functional. The reification of human relationships, the factory let’s say, no longer reveals these relationships. Therefore something has actually to be constructed, something artificial, something set up. 

                   ( Benjamin 1997: 255 ) – my emphasis.

 In pure renditions of performed photography an event is ‘designed’ to encompass and expand upon some significant question, in the way in which an event or subject matter will be ‘chosen’ in mainstream documentary practices; that event will be made manifest publicly so that the spectator, audience or public will be invited to attend, or discover it en passant. Once discovered, the audience becomes party to the event, and subsequently also party to, and observer of the photographic act. They witness the usually unseen process of photographing and often get to see the photographic results of that process during the event (Polaroid or digital). In this way process, edit and exhibition are collapsed into the event, giving photography an approximation to live art or theatre, and as a consequence taking on the immediacy, fluidity and ephemeral nature of (experimental) theatre. “But is not every corner of our cities a scene of action?  Is not each passer-by an actor?” (Benjamin 1997[1931]: 257) 

It is fair to say that in performed photography the work emerges from the ‘instance of duration’ rather than being captured via the concept of the instant. The convention of exhibition is radically altered by the performative act, as the space between event and exhibition is erased, as is the estrangement of the photographic practice from the public. In fact exhibition is replaced by performance and as such shifts emphasis from the spatial to the temporal. In performed photography the process of photography is collapsed metaphorically into the time of the event recorded, so that the event and its record can become a single utterance, a synthesis. This notion of collapse is of course critical to the nature of the document produced as it allows the photographic document to take on a more radical creative role in the arrangement with the live event or referential material. Testimony loses the supposed objectivity of distance and a fictional core is disclosed. The event of photographing is enveloped by the wider event and can be perceived as inside the action instead of on the outside. Conversely the event or subject material is now potentially back residing inside the photographic moment. As performed photography the photographs are not merely a record of the live art action, but the performative act (event) and the record are collapsed into a single utterance and are indistinguishable as separate parts of the work. The photograph should not be seen as a record of an event, nor is the performative act privileged as an event worthy of record.

It is interesting to note that the event being recorded, although designed for the act of photography, is still crucially different to the realms of ‘constructed realities’ as they have been termed (Gregory Crewdson et al), because it exists in the interstices of art and life, in mobility, and is not merely an artful construction. Again in his seminal essay Benjamin states: “…the decisive thing about photography is the relationship of the photographer to his (sic) technique.” ( Benjamin 1997[1931]: 248 ).
True, the record still remains but it has been hitched to the lost event in a way that has radically foreclosed the usual dispassionate distance that exists in the evidential relationship of the normal photographic record, which crucially remains in tableau style photography. The document has also importantly gained credence as a creative act in its own right. It partakes in the fiction of the event unfolding, it exists on the cusp of immanence. Rather than being left to comment on the past the photograph has an interest in the future, it has the possibility of carrying with it the impetus and performative energy of its event into the future. In this way it demonstrates a more integral manifestation of Derrida’s statement on the co-dependency of fiction and testimony. This is achieved then through performing the act of photography as integral to the event to be recorded. The representation can now be said to reside inside the event and we could have a situation analogous to the initial quotation by Benjamin. It no longer relies on identity and resemblance but on co-incidence. Fiction and testimony are bound tightly together and the photographer as witness is also potentially right back inside the photographic moment in both his capacities of first and third person simultaneously. A role that as stated above resides in the instant of testimony, as a constant negotiation between the private and the public, between fiction and testimony. This process can be seen as slowly eroding the distance between referent and representation. As Barthes claimed that reference is the “founding order of photography” (Barthes1984: 77) it must surely be useful to diminish the space between the two. 

Here, there is a fundamental challenge to the existing order, by utilising time-based practices and performative potential, the photograph can crucially now bear witness from within an event. By concentrating and promoting the inherent act of performance implicit in all photography it is hoped that the medium can be re-invigorated as a signifying process and the balance between the spatial and temporal concerns of photography can be readdressed. In order to set a framework for a proposed re-alignment of photography it is essential, in the context of this research, to reinterpret the photographic act as a time-based medium. This is relevant across the field of photography but helpful never the less to make manifest in a more primary way, hence the promotion of a theory of performed photography. The premise of performance and performativity has always existed in photography and many practitioners throughout its history have instinctively utilised performative strategies, but so far a unifying theory and coherent set of parameters have yet to be realised.

There are many levels and definitions of performed photography but it would be pertinent to underline here a conception of perhaps the pure form, although performative aspects can be identified at differing levels of practice and all are useful in the promotion of these assertions. Much of the experimental work regarding this research has been involved directly with the act of performing photography, or devising projects which entail that the event being photographed and the event of photography are perceived as one and the same; this means as mentioned above, forgoing the usual process of photographing, i.e; editing, printing and display/publishing. The usual point of spectator contact being at the end, in the gallery or publication; however, when performing photography the point of public contact is at the photographing stage or more properly during the act/event of photography. To entail audience satisfaction this often means working with instant materials, the process bringing the experience of live art into play with photography and hence an element of time-based media too, whilst at the same time replacing artefact with process, a current theme in other art practices. The spectator or ‘audience’ then get to experience the act of photography rather that just to observe and contemplate the results, and so energised, engage in a performative mode of interpretation. The photographer him/herself makes a subtle, and contemporary shift, towards intervention and away from the phenomenon of empirical observation. In many ways the design of the event is often crucial as it carries with it the important photographic shift away from empirical observation, which a spatially led practice has promoted, and toward a notion of ‘provoked observation’ with its intimations of experiment. Another important effect of this process is the critical highlighting of the concept of event and its relationship to representation. The photograph as event has a new relationship with the world in its role as testimony, as it testifies from within, or perhaps can be seen as an overlapping event. In terms of live art the photograph was always a record that an event had happened, verification or ‘proof of life’. In performed photography the notion of record is blurred with the creative act, it is not fixed, but a drifting document, fiction and fact blur together in testimony to allow the medium freedom from its old servitude. There is one other perceived benefit in re-aligning photography in this particular way with temporal currents in contemporary thought, and that is that the process becomes seen to be purely conventional (in its proper sense), not natural, it is culture and fiction, and this goes some way to un-harnessing photography from its indexical relationship to nature and a perceived externalised reality, whilst still maintaining an ability to critique the world and provoke thought. This is the result of a radical shift in the way that the act of photographing is interpreted, the crux of this being a shift from an emphasis on the spatial within representation, to accepting photography as a time-based medium as an equal and complimentary possibility.

As the light of the moment fades the visible fades too and we are left with darkness.

Photography has concluded its work for the project of enlightenment; the question of time is not necessarily one of pure rationality, but it opens up a whole new ‘scene’ of representation full of possibilities and potentialities. As Benjamin recognised in David Octavius Hill’s work, ‘photography struggles painfully out of darkness’ ( Benjamin 1997[1931]: 248). 

These theories are intended to form the basis for a theoretical book concerned with paving the way for the invention of new and innovative practices of photography as a temporally inflected medium. 
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