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Identity in Photography
Introduction
In this essay I will be discussing how identity in photography is represented. Burke and Stets, (2009) discuss the theory of identity quoting Stryker (1980) who suggests that an individual’s identity is formed from the different roles he holds in society. For example, your career path, gender or sexuality, upbringing, faith and culture. However, perhaps some individuals may not want to share their identity or aspects of their identity, so people do not define them by it. A person’s identity is up to them and not those around them. However, identity in photography, is subjective in the eye of the beholder. This is understood differently by each person. A photographer brings their own intention to their work, but the viewer approaches it from their own perspective. This does not mean the viewer, or the photographer is wrong, on the contrary this is one of the most interesting things about art.
Nevertheless, the intention of the artist is still important. Artists with similar ways of expressing their intentions can be characterised into groups. I find myself particularly drawn to the surrealists especially those who focus on portraiture and this essay will primarily consider the differences and similarities in the portrayal of identity in portraiture photography.
Identity can be understood as “the fact of being, or feeling that you are, a particular type of person, organization, etc.; the qualities that make a person, organization, etc. different from others:” (identity, 2022). This one term can define how a person views themselves and presents themselves to the world. Within art the practice of constructing identity becomes social as characteristics are used to create "a sense of who we are as individuals, as a society, or as a nation" (Tate, 2022). 
Discussion
Identity through portraiture photography, can be singular making the concept vulnerable and open to interpretation. In Clarence Laughlin's piece 'The house of the past’ (see figure 1) Laughlin shows a humanoid figure sitting in a rocking chair. This image is very eery as the figure is translucent and arguably being absorbed by the chair. This could signify not needing or not wanting to share their identity, or that they do not know what their identity is yet. This is similar to Tress’s work Nature morte (see figure 2) Tress’s figure seems cyborg in nature and appears to be merging into the chair, as it looks like it is made out components of it. This could be representative of how your identity can be a mix match of different components and not easily defined by one thing. Tress’s “figure” is made up of an eclectic mix of inanimate objects including what looks like a gramophone and some inner workings of electronic components. All these objects seem like they should not be there, and that the 


[image: ]arrangement can collapse at the slightest touch. These elements seem foreign, out of place and outcast from the environment. This can symbolise the vulnerability of identity and how fragile it is. This points to how temporary a person’s identity can be because it is forever changing. A person’s identity is not set in stone but is subject to change. 
In Tress’s piece there is a realistic picture of a person hanging next to the figure. This could be the person who the figure was before they were taken up by technology and overwhelmed by modernism. With technology our identity can change the more we learn about the world and the horrors that lie within it.
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Description automatically generated]This theme is relevant to the younger generation today. Young people have grown up with the internet and been exposed to the harsh realities of the world, knowing the racism, classism, homophobia, transphobia, misogyny etc. They tend to understand the inherent changeability of identity and are therefore a lot more empathic and accepting of people defining their identity according to their subjective experience than the older generation. [bookmark: _Toc123675958]Figure 1: The house of the past

Laughlin’s and Tress’s work have a lot of similarities between them, but the main difference is that Laughlin’s figure is ghostly and almost not in this realm whereas Tress’s feels tangible and unstable. 


[bookmark: _Toc123675959]Figure 2: Nature morte

Laughlin once said 
Everything that I see must become personal; otherwise, it is dead and mechanical. Our only chance to escape the blight of mechanization, of acting and thinking alike, of the huge machine which society is becoming, is to restore life to all things through the saving and beneficent power of the human imagination (Laughlin, 1973). 
In contrast Tress’s work feels very mechanical which is arguably what Laughlin was against. This seems ironic since Laughlin’s work seems more artificial as most of his work is superimposed and played with postproduction whereas Tress seems more made up of physical hands-on materials.
Both these images are similar in setting, i.e. the chair, humanoid figure, and the neglected feel of the buildings they are in. The compositions are also very similar to each other. In Laughlin’s photo everything seems soft. The lighting, the shape of the figure and even the rubble on the ground has an airy quality to it. This makes it seem ghostly and mysterious. Tress’ differs to this by everything being sharp and pointed. 
Another aspect is that on the right side of the Laughlin’s picture it has been lightened. This plays with one’s sense of perspective bringing what would be a dark and dingy area that recedes into the background forward making it a prominent feature of the work 
Both these figures are faceless: they have no facial features to indicate their emotions, feelings, or personality. Laughlin’s figure’s face is barely a shadow and is dotted with marks that could be interpreted to indicate brain activity. The figure seems to be waiting for someone and is looking out of the window patiently as though someone will be coming soon. Similarly, Tress’ figure is faceless, devoid of all expression and emotion. One can only elicit that this figure feels tired and worn out as they are leaning back as though rocking in a rocking chair. Laughlin’s is dressed in what looks like a long gown and Tress’ figure’s legs are covered with a skirt or a cloth. Their blank, faceless fronts give the impression of individuals who have lost their identity and lost their purpose in life.  
The way these people are sitting is reminiscent of how an elderly person would sit by a fire engaged in a passive activity such as reading a newspaper, knitting, or doing a crossword. This evokes a homely feeling which in Tress’ work is reinforced by the little dog sitting, conventionally, by their master’s chair. However, there is also a sense everything around is decaying.  This tension between the homely comfortable feeling and the sense of decay which inevitably leads the mind to ponder death. It gives an atmosphere of uneasiness and a horror/surreal aspect.
Interestingly, Tress also seems to be playing a bit with the identity of the photo in terms of its art historical influences. The dog mentioned above evokes the convention of using a dog to symbolise fidelity by the old Dutch masters (Burke, 2022). At the same time, the figure in his photo seems to be leaning back in its chair, implying that there is a chair back behind it. But there is clearly another chair back at a right angle to that one, by the right arm of the figure. So, Tress seems to be referencing cubism as well. So, it could be said that the photo itself seems to be experiencing some identity dysphoria. Tress might be adding another layer of dissonance around the theme of identity here.
In comparison Laughlin seems to be staying firmly within the confines of surrealism.
Two other artists that play with identity are Francesca Woodman and Tommy Ingberg. Identity, in Francesca Woodman's piece From Space2 (see figure 3), is depicted as fluid and amalgamated, as the picture of their own body becomes one with the wall.
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Description automatically generated]Their figure is young, delicate, and naked except for some peeling wallpaper that covers their top and lower half of their body. The wallpaper covers part of them and part of the wall as well, but not enough of either. They seem to be trying to hide behind the paper, to use it as camouflage to blend into the wall and disappear, but parts of their body are exposed and this half exposure, this failed attempt at fading into the environment, make them seem even more vulnerable and exposed.[bookmark: _Toc123675960]Figure 3: From Space2

The figure is centrally located in the frame against a section of solid wall. On either side of their body are curtainless windows, but their body is positioned in a way to make them hidden from people passing by. They seem to be pushing themselves up against the wall in order to hide from whatever is outside as though they feel unsafe and afraid of being seen. The figure looks like they have no place left in the World as their safe haven, so they just want to disappear into the wall forever. In this attempt to merge with the wall, they seem to be giving up their identity. This may be a trade-off for safety, possibly a reaction to trauma. They seem to have no defences, accepting absorption as their fate, loosing their identity completely.[bookmark: _Toc123675961]Figure 4: Scream

The composition is symmetrical, and the figure is prominent in the centre. The central nakedness of their belly juxtaposed to the empty space around them highlights that there is nothing more available to cover their nudity than those insufficient scraps of wallpaper and excruciatingly highlights their sensitivity and vulnerability.
Ingberg, on the other hand, in Scream, (see figure 4), expresses the opposite intention. Instead of the figure wanting to merge with the environment and become swallowed into it, he depicts a situation of screaming to escape and fighting against being absorbed. He shows a decapitated head protesting at being enveloped by a room.
The room is similar to Woodman’s – empty, neglected, sparse and decaying. However, Woodman’s seems unprotected and empty due to the use of light that is all around the figure, whereas Ingberg plays with the feeling of being trapped. The vignette around the edge of the picture is blurred and darkened. This makes it seem like you are looking through a keyhole into a small, confined space, adding to the sense of the figure being detained, not only by the wall, but also, maybe, by a locked room.
This person seems to be attempting, desperately, to retain or regain their identity. They are screaming, trying to let the world know they are there, they exist. whereas in Francesca’s piece, they want to hide their identity.
This is a very powerful message as it speaks of the oppression of identity in modern day society and how when someone is loud and proud of their own identity there are always people who are going to be against who they are and what they stand for. Woodman’s image is passively accepting their identity, but Ingberg’s is actively fighting against it screaming to be let out. They are fighting against being absorbed, becoming one with the wall. Wanting instead to be separate and individual.
The contrast between the young person and the old person in the two images is very interesting. Both images are taken in a derelict and decaying space so this could be referencing how as a person gets older, their identity changes overtime.
A person’s identity can morph and warp as they experience more in this world. This can be through traumatic, stressful, or happy events. The figures in both photos seem to be reacting in their own ways to outside forces that are exerting pressures on their sense of themselves.
According to Stets and Serpe, identity is inextricably linked to society. One influential early theorist they discuss, Manford H. Kuhn, says that identity is inextricably linked to social processes. A person’s ideas about themselves have a lot to do with the nature and structure of the society around them and their ideas of how they fit into it (Stets and Serpe, 2013). 
Thus, individuality is a product of a variety of component parts including social networks, social status, role expectations, choice behaviour, and personal attributes and traits. This process of contextualizing how one defines an identity demonstrates the link between social structure and the self (Stets and Serpe, 2013).
It follows that if a person’s relationship to society is unhealthy there may be problems with their identity, such as those experienced by the figures in all of the above artists’ works. Both Woodman’s and Ingberg’s figures seem to be reacting to maleficent forces. Laughlin’s and Tress’s figures seem to be fading, dissolving, or fragmenting into their environments. Their identities are clearly in crisis, probably in reaction to similar forces.
All of the artists have placed their figures in decaying buildings, i.e. human environments suffering from neglect and corrosive forces. These seem to be a common metaphor for modern society and the pressures it places on modern human’s. 
Conclusion
The artists I have shown here all relate to my current interest in surrealism in photography. Each portrays figures who are having huge problems with their identities, their sense of self. Each artist has a unique approach to this problem. Laughlin and Tress’s approaches, whilst different share a lot of similarities as do the approaches of Woodman and Ingberg.
Identity in photography can be represented in a multitude of different ways but these artists all approach the concept of identity in ways that both relate and contrast to each other. The photographs I have chosen share a lot of core themes such as decay, vulnerability, needing to hide and wanting to escape, and faceless figures showing no emotion. All are placed in decaying artificial environments, seemingly as a metaphor for the human condition in the modern world.
The seminal identity theorist Manford H. Kuhn has made the link between human sense of identity and the larger context of the society the person is part of. All of these artists have seemed to illustrate the corrosive effects of our warped society on the figures they portray.
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