Performed Photography – A Perspective

Yet it is not (it seems to me) by painting that photography touches art but by theatre – Roland Barthes (Camera Lucida)

Performed photography itself as I have developed it, both in practice and in theory is a fully coherent inter-disciplinary genre that highlights the relationship between the performative act/event and the act/event of photography. It involves the re-consideration of the photograph as the trace of an act, a trace that becomes part of an expanding notion of event and not the purposeful and fetishised making of a significant trace from a rapidly disappearing referent. Crucially this involves a movement from stasis (spatial) to the conception of a time-based act (temporal), as well as a shift from the descriptive to the performative, incorporating a new emphasis away from picture and toward event (process over object).
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. For too long now we have been exhausting the medium in it’s potential to make sense of the world by insisting on a pre-occupation with spatial concerns, and the pictorial, at the expense of a proper critique of time and the temporal, and the full recognition that the medium is absolutely a spatio/temporal concern in equal measure.
In order that we can set a framework for a proposed re-alignment of photography it is essential in my opinion to reinterpret the photographic act as a time based medium. This is in fact relevant across photographic practices but helpful never-the-less to make manifest in a more obvious 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 I would like to describe here my conception of perhaps the purest and simplest form. A lot of my experimental work regarding this research has been involved directly with the act of performing photography, and this means forgoing the usual process of photographing, editing, printing and display/publishing, the usual point of spectator contact being at the end, in the gallery or publication – straight to archive. When performing photography the point of public contact is at the photographing stage or more properly during the act of photography. In the classic conception an audience may experience the work or process ‘en passant’. To entail audience satisfaction this often means working with new media or instant materials. The emphasis on process brings 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, also a current theme in other art practices. The ‘audience’ then get to experience the act of photography rather that just to observe the results – there are perhaps subtler and alternative ways of getting to this point other than always having direct audience involvement and both ‘Life is Perfect’ and ‘Disappeared’ for instance involve no direct witnesses to the practice.
The photographer him/herself makes a subtle and also contemporary shift towards intervention and fiction and away from the phenomenon of empirical observation. Because of the designing and setting up of situations, observation becomes ‘provoked’ in the sense of true experimentation rather than the mainstream empirical practice. Photography also has a crucial new relationship to the notion of event; because the event is constructed as a vehicle for the subject matter or area of inquiry of the artwork, so the event can be perceived to be ‘folded’ around the act of photography until the two are inseparable as utterances. The photograph itself also has a new relationship with the world in its role as testimony, for now it testifies from within. In terms of conventional live art the photograph was always a record that an event had happened, utilising the familiar contract of documentary photography. In performed photography the notion of record is blurred with the creative act, fact and fiction blur together in testimony and this allows the medium freedom from its old servitude. Instead of a concrete and objective document we have the possibility of a ‘drifting’ uncertain document tied to experience in a much more subjective manner.
There is also another perceived benefit in re-aligning photography in this particular way with current contemporary thought involving temporality, and that is that the process becomes purely conventional (in its proper sense) and this goes some way to un-harnessing photography from its indexical relationship to nature and a perceived reality. It becomes possible perhaps to utilize a more complex meaning system where meaning becomes supposition upon supposition, engaging the as if of a ‘pataphysical world (imaginary) over the as is of the metaphysical world (reality). Fiction resumes its rightful place alongside description in the act of witness and testimony.
One may look to Arthur Rimbaud’s maxim, “I is another [somebody else]” in that in performance one is aware of the self thinking or acting, prompting the interesting philosophical question of multiple or fractured selves in opposition to the usual third person perspective. Performed photography intentionally blurs third and first person perspectives.
Within Performed Photography the photographs are not merely a record of a live action, but the performative act (event) and the record are collapsed into a single utterance and are indistinguishable as separate parts of the work. There is a ‘singularity’ about them rather than the cool dispassionate and distanced binary relationship inherent in mainstream documentary practice. The photograph should not be seen as a record of an event, nor is the performative act privileged as an event worthy of record.
In this way it is possible to start to see the benefits of gaining new access points for knowledge and the conveyance of meaning via photography, from inventing new methodologies and strategies such as performed photography and other non-specific hybrid mediums.
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