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The 1963 publication of Edward Ruscha’s modest, though now iconic Twentysix Gasoline 

Stations is generally considered as the first sign of the turn from the photobook’s historical era 

to its contemporary phase.1 The unpaginated 48-page paperback is what the title promises: a 

sequence of black-and-white photographs of twenty-six gasoline stations, taken on a journey 

from Los Angeles to Oklahoma City along the mythologised Route 66.2 Ruscha’s cheaply 

produced booklet, which bridged the gap between documentarism and conceptualism, became 

immensely influential, and the object of homage, parody, and paraphrase by numerous later 

photobook makers.3 More importantly, however, it became a model for subsequent photobook 

practice through its self-conscious exploration of the unfolding relationship between readers 

and books of photographs.4  

The photographs in Twentysix Gasoline Stations are executed in a deadpan style and 

collected within a spacious design that emphasises the distinctness of each photograph, despite 

the photographs’ obvious similarities. Initially, the work appears as multiple recurrences of 

nearly the same picture, distinguished by captions that indicate the company name and location 

of the represented gas station. However, the act of reading reveals myriad variations within 

each particular picture, which are repeated in other pictures in the same photobook, but not in 

each one. For example, a few photographs are taken at night, but most of them during the day. 

And while most of the photographs are devoid of human figures, the photographer’s shadow 

appears within the frame of a small selection of photographs. And while most of the represented 

gasoline stations are captured from a position on the opposite side of the road, some of the 

 
1  Edward Ruscha, Twentysix Gasoline Stations (Los Angeles, California: Self-published, 1963). Though the 
photobook was first published in 1963, the title page says 1962, when Ruscha printed and distributed 400 numbered 
copies of the work. The photobook measures 179 x 144 mm and is published as a paperback with a glassine jacket. 
Maria White, ‘Edward Ruscha “Twentysix Gasoline Stations” 1963’, Tate.org, May 2013, 
http://www.tate.org.uk/about/projects/transforming-artist-books/summaries/edward-ruscha-twentysix-gasoline-
stations-1963 (accessed 20 April 2018). 
2 The photograph on the introduction’s front page is taken from Edward Ruscha’s Twentysix Gasoline Stations and 
downloaded from https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/works/427.2008.a-vv/ (accessed 25 March 2019).  
3 See: Michalis Pichler’s catalogue raissonné of photobooks inspired by Ruscha’s work. Michalis Pichler, Six 
Hands and a Cheese Sandwich (Berlin and Ljubljana: ‘greatest hits’/Zavod P.A.R.A.S.I.T.E., 2011). 
4 Please note the sense in which I apply the related terms ‘picture’, ‘image’, and ‘photograph’ on the one hand, 
and ‘meaning’ and ‘reading’, on the other. The word ‘picture’ is a reference to visible material representations 
produced on a surface. ‘Image’, on the other hand, is not restricted to a visible realm, since it refers to any kind of 
individual or combinatory figure experienced as a representation. ‘Photography’ refers to a group of visual entities, 
and thus to a picture type. Yet my definition of the term ‘photography’ does not refer to pictures that share a 
specific set of physical or technological properties, but merely to pictures that rely on the history and tradition of 
the photographic medium. ‘Meaning’ points to something that is expressed, whether in narrative or expressive 
terms, while the term ‘reading’ denotes the practice of examining and grasping the meaning of a printed object. 
Whether that object relies on photographs, words, or other sign systems, or on a combination is, however, irrelevant 
to the term ‘reading’. The reason for this irrelevance is that I consider the difference between the sign systems as 
‘a matter of habit, convention, and authorial stipulation’, as W. J. T. Mitchell puts it, rather than as an essential 
distinction. W. J. T. Mitchell, Iconology (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1986), 70. 
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photographs are taken from more proximate positions. And then there are variations of 

dimension, as well as of the pictures’ positions on the page, in relation to the captions, and so 

on. 

 The photographs in Ruscha’s repetitive photobook are parts of the same structure. Yet 

each particular photograph might support a range of different substructures during the reader’s 

interaction with the work, depending on which aspects the reader chooses to focus on. The 

photograph of a Fina station in Groom exemplifies this principle with particular clarity. On the 

one hand, this photograph marks the end point of the photographic sequence, if you read the 

photobook according to Western readerly conventions. And this is what Ruscha humorously 

plays on by choosing to end the sequence with a photograph of a Fina station: a pun on the 

French ‘fin’, which is a conventional way of marking a movie’s end. On the other hand, the 

same photograph marks the breakdown of the linear structure that governs the preceding 

photographs, a structure which groups the photographs that were taken in the same state 

together and which orders the states chronologically, according to when the photographer drove 

through them from Los Angeles to Oklahoma City. This breakdown is the result of the Fina 

station being in Texas, not in Oklahoma, and thereby a step back on the route or, alternatively, 

the first step on the photographer’s return trip: not just an end point, but also a new beginning.  

In an interview, Edward Ruscha comments on the photograph of the Fina station and 

notes that it generates a feeling of ‘going out in a certain direction and then backtracking’. He 

adds: ‘I wanted something to appear kind of awkward there, almost like a coda’.5 A ‘coda’ is a 

concluding musical section that is formally distinct from the main structure of the work,6 and 

that thereby encourages listeners to reconsider their conception of the work as a whole. The 

photographer’s comment highlights how the photograph of the Fina station captures the 

repetitive principle that underlies the work as a whole. That is, how each particular photograph 

in Ruscha’s photobook – although continuous with all the others as a variation of the same 

theme – imposes variations that allow the reader to return to it multiple times, and thus to 

consider the photograph as part of various different paths through the work.  

Despite a relatively low number of component elements, the ambiguity of each of the 

photographs in Twentysix Gasoline Stations allows the reader to explore a strikingly high 

 
5  Ruscha, 1963, quoted in Siri Engberg and Clive Phillpot, Edward Ruscha Editions 1959–1999, vol. 2 
(Minneapolis: Walker Art Center, 1999), 63. 
6 Merriam Webster, s.v. ‘Coda’, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/coda (accessed 20 April 2018). 
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number of divergent readings of the same work.7  These readings – which none of them provide 

comprehensive accounts of the whole – collectively constitute the work’s overarching meaning. 

To approach the meaning of Twentysix Gasoline Stations, I argue that the reader is thus required 

to recombine the photobook’s elements as many times as the system allows for, and to engage 

in an extensive process of rereading. However, the work’s level of complexity makes the 

individual reader unlikely to explore each of the latent combinations that the system allows for, 

and hence to carry the process of rereading to its conclusion. 

I consider Twentysix Gasoline Stations to be representative of photobooks at large in the 

sense that all photobooks require similar processes of recombination and rereading, which 

readers are generally unable to explore in their totality during one and the same process of 

interaction. Interestingly, however, photobooks are experienced as works of art, and thus as 

structured units that stand out from their contexts. The possibility for such experiences raises 

the question that I ask in my thesis: How do readers perceive structural unity in photobooks? 

My hypothesis is that the perception of photobooks as unified works has to do with pattern 

recognition. Patterns, I suggest, provide the processes of rereading photobooks with 

predictability. And this predictability allows readers to imagine the nature of readings not yet 

conducted and thus the works as wholes, even without exploring every latent reading that they 

allow for. 

The problem is not that readers do not perceive photobooks as structured units, but that 

such perceptions are insufficiently conceptualised and thus difficult to talk about and to 

implement in analyses. What I propose is that by considering the individual photobook’s 

particular principle of rereading, which I consider to be the premise for the experience of 

patterns and thus of structural unity, one might talk more eloquently of photobooks as delimited 

artworks. The repetitive principle that governs the realisation of Twentysix Gasoline Stations, 

where each photograph works equally as an end point and as the beginning of a series of new 

paths through the same material landscape, exemplifies such a principle of rereading in 

rudimentary form. Collier Schorr’s Jens F. (2005), Nan Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual 

Dependency (1986), and Christian Patterson’s Redheaded Peckerwood (2011, 2012, 2013),8 

which I shall discuss in the three main chapters of my thesis, complicate that principle and 

reconfigure it. Yet I propose that the patterns that unfold from each of these three works’ 

 
7 This ambiguity is the subject of Douglas Crimp’s ‘The Museum’s Old / The Library’s New Subject’, in The 
Contest of Meaning: Critical Histories of Photography, ed. Richard Bolton (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1989), 
3–14. 
8 Collier Schorr, Jens F. (Göttingen: SteidlMACK, 2005). Nan Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency (New 
York: Aperture, 1986). Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2011, 2012 and 2013). 
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particular principle of rereading are nonetheless comparable in the sense that they all work to 

ensure perception of the photobook in question as a unified work of art. 

 

The development of a photobook discourse 

While the photobook was still referred to by various names, such as ‘photo-essay’, ‘photo-

novel’, ‘photobookwork’, ‘photographically illustrated book’, and ‘photographic book’, 9  a 

conventionalised way of thinking about the genre started to develop in the visual arts context 

after the publication of Twentysix Gasoline Stations.10 That process culminated around thirty 

years later when the discourse was brought together under the name ‘photobook’,11 largely due 

to the 2004 publication of the first volume of Martin Parr and Gerry Badger’s three-volume The 

Photobook: A History.12  

A few years later, a system of photobook collectors and dealers, specialty bookshops, 

niche publishers, photobook fairs and festivals, seminars, and awards started to appear, along 

with a critical debate on photobooks. While blogs and online photography magazines are still 

the debate’s primary platforms,13 scholars have recently started to take an interest in the genre, 

too.14 This scholarly interest has resulted in several regionally focused historical surveys written 

according to the model of Parr and Badger’s survey, which is still the seminal text on the 

 
9 For an account of these early terms, see: José Luis Neves, ‘The Many Faces of the Photobook: Establishing the 
Origins of Photobookwork Practice’ (Ph.D. thesis, Ulster University, 2018), 17–23. 
10  Some examples of this development are Barbara Upton, ‘Photographs and Books as Natural Partners’, 
MUSEUM NEWS (U.S.A.) 54, no. 3 (1976): 32–37; Arnaud Claass, ‘Suggestions sur le Problem du Livre’, Créatis 
1, no. 11 (1979): n.p.; Claude Nori and Gilles Mora, eds., ‘Les Espaces Photographiques: Le Livre’, special issue, 
Les Cahiers de la Photographie 2, no. 6 (1982); Alex Sweetman, ‘Photobookworks: The Critical Realist Tradition’, 
in Artists’ Books: A Critical Anthology and Sourcebook, ed. Joan Lyons (Rochester, New York: Visual Studies 
Workshop Press, 1985), 187–205; Alex Sweetman, ‘Photographic Book to Photobookwork: 140 years of 
photography’, CMP Bulletin 5, no. 2 (1986); and Alan Trachtenberg, Reading American Photographs: Images as 
History; Mathew Brady to Walker Evans (New York: Hill and Wang, 1989). 
11 David Campany, ‘“The Photobook”: What’s in a Name?’, The PhotoBook Review, no. 7 (Winter 2014): 3. 
12 Martin Parr and Gerry Badger, The Photobook: A History, 3 vols. (London: Phaidon Press, 2004–2014). 
13 Examples are Aperture’s biannual The Photobook Review, a journal devoted exclusively to the consideration of 
photobooks, Jörg M. Colberg’s Conscientious Photography Magazine, and blogs such as Photo-Eye Blog, Adam 
Bell, and Harvey Benge’s Photography+Art+Ideas, which all comment extensively on the photobook field and 
provide reviews of photobooks. https://cphmag.com/; http://blog.photoeye.com/; http://blog.adambbell.com/; and 
http://harveybenge.com/ (all accessed 17 October 2018). 
14 For a comprehensive overview of historical and contemporary photobook literature, see: Neves, ‘The Many 
Faces of the Photobook’, 41–92. 
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photobook,15 and a range of Ph.D. theses on the subject.16 In addition, there has been published 

a selection of individual essays on the photobook phenomenon and a small number of 

anthologies that contain close readings of individual photobooks.17 

Within contemporary discourse, the term ‘photobook’ denotes a particular kind of 

artwork. While the discourse as such unfolds within an artworld context, that definition is 

however not delimited to photobooks produced by artists or within the arts institution. After 

 
15 Examples are Horacio Fernández, ed., The Latin American Photobook (New York: Aperture, 2011); Peter 
Pfrunder, ed., Swiss Photobooks from 1927 to the Present: A Different History of Photography (Zürich: Lars 
Müller Publishers, 2011); Frits Giertsberg and Rik Suermondt, The Dutch Photobook: A Thematic Selection from 
1945 Onwards (New York: Aperture, 2012); Mikhail Karasik and Manfred Heiting, The Soviet Photobook 1920–
1941 (Göttingen: Steidl, 2015); and Manfred Heiting and Kaneko Ryuichi, eds., The Japanese Photobook, 1912–
1990 (Göttingen: Steidl, 2017). While Parr and Badger’s work is undoubtedly the most influential, it has precursors 
in works such as Mattie Boom and Rik Suermondt, Photography between Covers: The Dutch Documentary 
Photobook after 1945 (Amsterdam: Fragment Uitgeverij, 1989); Andrew Roth, ed., The Book of 101 Books: 
Seminal Photographic Books of the Twentieth Century (New York: PPP Editions and Roth Horowitz LLC, 2001); 
and Andrew Roth, ed., The Open Book: A History of the Photographic Book from 1878 to the Present (Göteborg: 
Hasselblad Center, 2004). 
16 Examples are Mark Durden, ‘Photography and the Book: From Fox Talbot to Christian Boltanski’ (Ph.D. thesis, 
University of Kent at Canterbury, 1994); Leesa L. Rittelmann, ‘Constructed Identities: The German Photobook 
from Weimar to the Third Reich’ (Ph.D. thesis, University of Pittsburgh, 2002); Andrea Jeannette Nelson, 
‘Reading Photobooks: Narrative Montage and the Construction of Modern Visual Literacy’ (Ph.D. thesis, 
University of Minnesota, 2007); Pepper Stetler, ‘Bound Vision: Reading the Photographic Book in the Weimar 
Republic’ (Ph.D. thesis, University of Delaware, 2009); Chris Balaschak, ‘Unstable Ground: Photography Books 
and the Modern Landscape, 1938 – 1975’ (Ph.D. thesis, University of California, Irvine, 2010); Douglas Ronald 
Spowart, ‘Self-Publishing in the Digital Age: The Hybrid Photobook’ (Ph.D. thesis, James Cook University, 2011); 
Elizabeth Shannon, ‘Paul Strand and Cesare Zavattini’s “Un paese” (1955): The Art, Synergy and Politics of a 
Photobook’ (Ph.D. thesis, University of St. Andrews, 2012); Sharon Suchma, ‘Binding Lives: Southern 
Photobooks and the Great Depression in America’ (Ph.D. thesis, University of New York, 2013); Orla Fitzpatrick, 
‘Modernity and Irish Photographic Publications, 1922 to 1949’ (Ph.D. thesis, Ulster University, 2016); and Neves, 
‘The Many Faces of the Photobook’. 
17 Examples are Patrizia Di Bello, Colette Wilson and Shamoon Zamir, eds., The Photobook: From Talbot to 
Ruscha and Beyond (London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2012); Hans Hedberg et al., Imprint: Visual Narratives 
in Books and Beyond (Göteborg: Negative, 2013); Alexander Streitberger, ed., ‘Photography and the Book’, 
special issue, Image & Narrative 11, no. 4 (2010); and Moritz Neumüller, ed., The Photobook Phenomenon 
(Barcelona: CCCB/RM, 2017). Besides, numerous books address photobooks in a secondary manner, in relation 
to overarching discussions on various topics. On photobooks in relation to a discussion on photography and 
narrative: Hedberg, Imprint and Blake Stimson, The Pivot of the World: Photography and its Nation (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 2006). In relation to photography and time: Jan Baetens, Alexander Streiberger and Hilde Van 
Gelder, eds., Time and Photography (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2010). In relation to photography and 
sequentiality: Joel Smith, ed., More than One: Photographs in Sequence (New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 2008). In relation to photography and cinema: David Campany, Photography and Cinema (London: 
Reaktion Books, 2008). In relation to photography and the hybrid: Raphaël Pirenne and Alexander Streitberger, 
eds., Heterogeneous Objects: Intermedia and Photography after Modernism (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 
2013). In relation to the artist’s book: Theresa Wilkie, Jonathan Carson and Rosie Miller, eds., Photography and 
the Artist’s Book (Edinburgh and Boston: MuseumsEtc, 2012). Yet other publications discuss photobooks in 
relation to discussions on word and image interaction, a field that has – like that of the photobook – received an 
upsurge of interest in recent years. These publications tend to focus on the relationship between photography and 
language, or on photography and literature. The majority of these works are, however, written from positions 
within a literary discourse, and do not connect directly with the photobook discourse, which is developed within 
the field of visual arts. Examples are Jane M. Rabb, ed., Literature and Photography. Interactions 1840 – 1990: 
A Critical Anthology (Albuquerque, N.M.: University of New Mexico Press, 1995); François Brunet, Photography 
and Literature (London: Reaktion Books, 2009); Marsha Bryant, ed., Photo-Textualities: Reading Photographs 
and Literature (Delaware: University of Delaware Press, 1996); and Clive Scott, The Spoken Image: Photography 
and Language (London: Reaktion Books, 1999). 
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what Dorothea von Hantelmann refers to as the ‘experiential turn’ of the late 1960s, the artwork 

is no longer defined by its moment of production but by the cognitive and sensory experience 

that it generates in the reader. ‘From the 1960s onward’, she explains, ‘the creation and shaping 

of experiences have increasingly become an integral part of the artwork’s conception’.18 This 

definition implies that objects no longer become artworks solely in terms of material properties 

or the context of production, but by allowing for experiences that readers recognise as art.19 

The conception of photobooks as artworks is explicitly expressed by photographer 

Ralph Prins, who describes the photobook as  

 
an autonomous work of art, comparable with a painting, sculpture, theatre 
performance or film. The photos lose their individual ‘an sich’ photographic 
character and become components translated into printing ink of a dramatic event 
known as a book.20 

 

Prins’s is arguably the most quoted definition of the photobook within the field.21 As I see it, 

the reason it works is that it captures the performative or interactive quality that is fundamental 

to the contemporary notion of the photobook. By that, I mean how photobooks rely on particular 

situations of reading for their realisation as meaningful works of art. 

Even though photographs tend to merge with other sign systems in photobooks (texts 

are nearly as common as pictures), it is generally agreed that photographs never play a 

subordinate or illustrative role in the production of a photobook’s meaning. Prins’s definition 

of the photobook is also valuable in the sense that it points to this essential role that photographs 

play in photobooks. The notion of photographs as being essential to the meaning of such works 

excludes from the genre a whole range of books where photographs merely illustrate a given 

topic, an artist’s collected works, or a particular exhibition.  

 
18 Dorothea von Hantelmann, ‘The Experiential Turn’, in On Performativity, ed. Elizabeth Carpenter (Minneapolis: 
Walker Art Center, 2014), https://walkerart.org/collections/publications/performativity/experiential-turn/ 
(accessed 5 October 2018). 
19 The redefinition of the reader implied by the experiential turn is what Roland Barthes addresses as a more general 
aesthetic phenomenon in the essays ‘The Death of the Author’ (1967) and ‘From Work to Text’ (1971). Roland 
Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author’, in Image, Music, Text, trans. Stephen Heath (London: Fontana Press, 1977), 
142–148. Roland Barthes, ‘From Work to Text’, in Image, Music, Text, trans. Stephen Heath (London: Fontana 
Press, 1977), 155–164.  
20 Ralph Prins, ‘Met Foto’s Vertellen. Ralph Prins – Cas Oorthuys’, Wereldkroniek 27 December 1969. Translation 
by Frits Giertsberg and Rik Suermondt. 
21 Prins’s definition of the photobook is, for example, quoted in Giertsberg and Suermondt, eds., The Dutch 
Photobook: A Thematic Selection from 1945 Onwards (New York: Aperture, 2012), 8; Parr and Badger, The 
Photobook, 1:7; Elizabeth Shannon, ‘The Rise of the Photobook in the Twenty-First Century’, St Andrews Journal 
of Art History and Museum Studies 14 (2010): 57; Marcelo Davera, ‘What is a Photobook?’, 17 April 2017, 
https://medium.com/@marcelo.davera/what-is-a-photobook-71c5d49e6477 (accessed 17 October 2018); and 
Douglas Ronald Spowart, ‘The Photobook: Everyone a Publisher?’ La Trobe Journal vol. X, no. 95 (2015): 107. 
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Within the photobook discourse, it is usually argued that the photobook’s history goes 

back at least to the 1920s. This was when the technological conditions for photographic 

reproduction in books fell into place and modernist photobook makers such as Lázló Moholy-

Nagy started to take an experimental interest in photobook layout and sequencing.22 The genre’s 

development since then has a complex and diverse trajectory. Instead of providing a cursory 

presentation of the photobook’s history here, I shall therefore encourage readers to consult one 

of the expansive historical overviews about the photobook, such as Parr and Badger’s The 

Photobook: A History.23 Within the context of my thesis, it shall suffice to point to the historical 

shift that occurred around 1970. That moment is significant in the sense that it marks the genre’s 

transition from its historical to its contemporary phase, that is, to the phase that I focus on in 

this thesis.24  

At the turn from the 1960s to the 1970s, it is generally agreed that the photobook had 

found its form, and the genre thus turned from being a series of individual endeavours to 

becoming an aesthetically unified artworld phenomenon. 25  That development was largely 

driven by a group of American conceptual artists inspired by the minimalist movement, with 

Ruscha at the front. Inspired by the general artworld interest in the everyday, as well as in 

picture sequencing as a method, they turned towards the genre in the late 1960s.26 This turn led 

to a redefinition of the photobook as an explicitly self-conscious form related to the concurrent 

 
22 Ute Eskildsen, ‘Photographs in Books’, in The Open Book: A History of the Photographic Book from 1878 to 
the Present, ed. Andrew Roth (Göteborg: Hasselblad Center, 2004), 11, 16 and 27. Parr and Badger, The 
Photobook, 1: 10. Neves, The Many Faces of the Photobook, 191–192. 
23 Parr and Badger, The Photobook. 
24 An established term for the period from around 1970 to the present is not yet laid down in the photobook field. 
One alternative is to refer to this period as the photobook’s postmodern phase. The term ‘postmodern’ refers to the 
information age that follows industrialisation. However, there is ongoing disagreement on the term’s applicability 
to the information age, which many consider as a continuation of the modern epoch rather than as a break with it, 
and I have therefore chosen not to use it. Another option is ‘postmodernism’, which denotes art that 
challenges modernism’s basic tenets. Yet that concept is an equally problematic reference to the photobook's 
ongoing phase, since it excludes numerous productions that either lean towards modernism or that do not 
actively challenge it. The concept of the ‘contemporary’ is a third alternative. Terry Smith associates the notion of 
the contemporary in art with a set of properties that includes self-reflexivity, performativity, open-endedness, 
repetition, and ambiguity, properties that collectively speak to a current conception of the world as a diversified, 
yet inevitably connected whole. As I see it, the same properties are characteristic of the photobook phenomenon 
since around 1970, and I have thus chosen to refer to the following period as the genre’s contemporary phase. 
Terry Smith, Contemporary Art: World Currents (London: Laurence King Publishing, 2011), 8–43. 
25 Parr and Badger, The Photobook, 2:9.  
26 Eskildsen, ‘Photographs in Books’, 22–23. Mette Sandbye, ‘Performing the Everyday: Two Danish Photo Books 
from the ‘70s’, in Performative Realism: Interdisciplinary Studies in Art and Media, eds. Rune Gade and Anne 
Jerslev (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2005), 117–144.  
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artist’s book phenomenon,27 as well as to a turn towards the readers and their engagement with 

photographs presented in books.28  

With the transition into its contemporary phase, the photobook became the genre 

through which the most people have access to original photographic art. And though quite a 

few historical overviews of the genre have been written, a theoretically substantiated conception 

of the photobook’s defining traits is still lacking. There are certain attempts, such as Imprint: 

Visual Narratives in Books and Beyond (2013), which provides a collection of essays on the 

relationship between photobooks and narratives. 29  But while all the volume’s articles are 

thought-provoking, they do not add up to a comprehensive theory on the genre’s defining traits, 

and thus the volume cannot serve as a basis for analysing a range of particular photobooks 

across the field. Yet as I see it, this is what the field urgently needs, and what my thesis attempts 

to provide. And to do so, I rely on a conception of the photobook as a network. 

 

The photobook as network 

A ‘network’, in its basic form, is an interconnected system of nodes.30 In the late 1960s, it 

became the dominant metaphor for a global paradigm that Patrick Jagoda refers to as the 

‘network imaginary’,31 that is, a worldview based on the idea that everything and everyone are 

fundamentally interrelated and agency thereby distributed rather than centralised.32 As Lars 

Bang Larsen notes in the anthology Networks (2014), which he has edited, the network concept 

simultaneously took a central place within the arts discourse as an indication of an increased 

interest in interconnectivity.33 The same anthology is typical in the sense that it primarily 

considers the notion of the network in relation to digitalisation and forms of electronic media 

art that developed from the 1960s. Yet for a threefold reason, I find the concept equally 

applicable to the photobook, which developed as a unified aesthetic phenomenon in the same 

period, from the late 1960s.  

First, I find the network metaphor valuable for a description of photobooks because it 

implies a focus on connection rather than on location. The reason why this focus is important, 

 
27 Johanna Drucker describes the artist’s book as ‘a work by an artist self-conscious about book form, rather than 
merely a highly artistic book’. Johanna Drucker, The Century of Artist’s Books (New York: Granary Books, 2004), 
21. Parr and Badger, The Photobook, 2:131–132.  
28 Parr and Badger, The Photobook, 2:17.  
29 Hedberg et al., Imprint. 
30 Patrick Jagoda, Network Aesthetics (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2016), 3. 
31 Jagoda, Network Aesthetics, 10. 
32 Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Gregory Elliot (London: Verso, 2005), 
151. Jagoda, Network Aesthetics, 10.  
33 Lars Bang Larsen, ed., Networks (Cambridge, Mass. and London: MIT Press, 2014). 
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is because it enables capturing the relational quality that is attributed to photobooks in 

contemporary discourse, that is, how such works are considered to unfold in and by the 

interaction between a book object and a particular reader, within a given cultural context. 

Second, the notion of the network is valuable since it allows for considering the emergent 

quality that is characteristic of photobooks. By that I mean how the network as such exceeds 

the sum of its constituent parts in and by a process of change, since the photobook’s particular 

elements might be combined and recombined to produce more than just one reading of the same 

work. And third, the network metaphor is useful because it permits a connection between the 

photobook and the development of the World Wide Web – the largest network there is – and 

thereby a description of a series of changes that the photobook goes through in its contemporary 

phase. 

In current discourse, the notion of the network is applied in two interrelated senses. On 

the one hand, it refers to interconnected systems or tools such as the postal system or the World 

Wide Web. On the other hand, it refers to social systems that rely on configurations of human 

and nonhuman actors, such as the artworld and the global economy.34 While a photobook 

unfolds from a material system of interconnected nodes – a book object with photographic 

elements –  its realisation as a work depends on the social interaction between the material 

system and the particular readers who turn the pages of the book at their own chosen pace, while 

they combine the nodes that appear on them in meaningful ways. As such, the photobook 

bridges the gap between the two conceptions of the network. 

When considering the photobook as a network, a node is a readerly unit that the reader 

experiences as having a certain meaning. While the individual photobook photograph can work 

as a node, so can thus the combination of a photograph and a caption, or a montage that brings 

different sign systems together. While the nodes are meaningful in themselves, they become 

parts of a whole when readers associate them with the network’s other component nodes. The 

same could, of course, be said of a range of conventional texts. The realisation of a crime novel, 

for example, also depends on a reader who moves gradually through the book object while 

combining its component elements. However, the linguistic conventions and plot structure that 

are characteristic of crime novels suggest one linear movement from the first to the last page, 

while the photobook might suggest numerous linear as well as non-linear axes of orientation. 

Photographs are ambiguous figures that retain their heterogeneity even when they 

operate as parts of sequential work units. Since photographs contribute essentially to the 

 
34 Jagoda, Network Aesthetics, 9. 
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photobook’s meaning, such works can be accessed anywhere and their component nodes – 

different from the plot elements of a crime novel – thus combined in more than one way. And 

thereby, the photobook network offers more than one way of ordering all or some of the 

photobook’s elements into a meaningful sequence. The possibility for reordering the 

photobook’s elements implies a range of latent readings, each of which assigns different sets of 

narrative and expressive properties to the work, and each of which carves a new path into the 

photobook’s material landscape. 

Each reading of a photobook provides a valid conception of the work. Due to the 

photobook’s level of complexity – which has to do with the number of inbound links that each 

node offers, rather than with the number of nodes – none of these readings offers a totalising 

conception of the whole. To reach the overall meaning of such networks, one must thus explore 

every combinatorial possibility that they offer. 

While a photobook’s latent readings are simultaneously available, readers cannot 

explore them simultaneously, but only successively. That is, in and by a rereading process, 

where the readers combine the photobook’s constituent nodes into order and read the work in 

light of that configuration, before they go back and read the work all over again on the basis of 

a new combination of the same nodes. The photobook’s unfolding in and by such processes of 

rereading, which could theoretically go on until all possible combinations are tried and all the 

photobook’s latent readings are thus performed, qualifies for a description of the photobook as 

an ‘emergent’ network: a concept that describes networks that exceed the sum of their 

component parts in and by constitutive processes of change.35 

When an emergent network exceeds a certain level of complexity, it becomes impossible 

to explore each latent connection during a reasonable time,36 and hence to centrally control the 

network. Such complexity is typical of photobook networks, and it deprives readers of their 

chance to consider such works from a point of panoramic overview, and it refers them to an 

immersed position in the networks that they seek to explore. This immersion implies that 

readers never know the full extension of the photobook network in question, that they know 

their own position in it only as a function of the relationship between their current position and 

 
35 Op. cit., 84. 
36The reader’s frame of reference changes constantly. If the photobook’s latent recombinations are not explored 
within a reasonable time span, the resulting rereadings of the work would thus support different realisations of the 
same network. 
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positions held at previous stages of the rereading process, and that each reader – given different 

interests, knowledge, and desires – will realise the work in highly diverse ways.37  

 

How do readers perceive structural unity in photobooks? 

The recombinatory quality of the node implies that photobooks are realised in processes of 

rereading. Within these processes, photobooks are assigned various narrative and expressive 

qualities that are typically too numerous for one reader to explore in their totality. Nevertheless, 

photobooks are – as already mentioned by reference to Ralph Prins’s definition of photobooks 

– perceived as works, and thus as structured units. The perception of photobooks as works, 

despite the seemingly open-ended rereading processes that they invite, leads to the question that 

guides my thesis: How do readers perceive structural unity in photobooks? The reason I find 

this particular research question so pressing is that it calls for considering the defining features 

of today’s most widespread and influential genre of photographic art, and thus for considering 

how we read and analyse such works.  

The question of how readers are allowed to perceive structural unity in photobooks, and 

not just impenetrable tangles of disorderly elements, has not been sufficiently explored in prior 

research. However, a similar question has been asked about a concurrent and equally emergent 

network phenomenon known as the ‘hypertext’. The hypertext entered widespread popular 

consciousness in the early 1990s as the structure of the World Wide Web, which was introduced 

in 1989. Yet the concept was coined already in 1965 by sociologist, philosopher, and computer 

scientist Theodor Holm Nelson as part of an attempt to envision the possibility of computers 

that operated not merely as calculating devices but as distributed communication 

technologies.38 Interestingly, Nelson’s definition of the hypertext as ‘a series of text chunks 

connected by links which offer the reader different pathways’ resembles my own description 

of the photobook network,39 even while the hypertext develops from a digital system rather than 

from a book.  

Mark Bernstein and Diane Greco have written extensively about hypertexts since the 

1990s. In the essay ‘Card Shark and Thespis’, they consider how we perceive structure in such 

texts and claim that it has to do with pattern recognition. ‘Patterns’, they claim, ‘allow 

 
37 The same holds for two readings of the same photobook conducted by the same subject at different moments, 
that is, because the passing of time between two events implies an accumulation of experience that makes the 
reader likely to explore other connections the second time. 
38 Jagoda, Network Aesthetics,12. 
39 Theodor Holm Nelson, Literary Machines (Sausalito CA: Mindful Press, 1992), 0/2. 
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coherence to emerge when a narrative supports many different possible orderings of events’.40 

A pattern is a non-representational system of elements that are repeated with predictability. 

When there is no overarching narrative structure to provide a text with coherence, the structure 

of patterns is brought to the fore as the condition for the work’s overarching meaning, and thus 

for the reader’s sense of unity, they claim.  

My hypothesis is that the same could be said of photobooks, considered as emergent 

networks. That is, that photobooks – like hypertexts – give rise to processes of rereading that 

cannot be subjected to comprehensive narrative structures. In fact, as I want to add, such works 

cannot even be subjected to all-encompassing moods. And when readers still experience 

photobooks as unified works with coherence and structure, I contend that these experiences 

similarly have to do with pattern recognition, that is, with the perception of there being a system 

in the process of rereading. 

The question of complexity does not pose a challenge to this hypothesis. For given the 

predictability of patterns, it is possible for readers to imagine the nature of readings not yet 

performed and to synthesise a global structure from a selection of local readings on the basis of 

emergent patterns. I thus propose that the emergent patterns that govern repetition in 

photobooks allow readers to consider such works as structural units. This feature enables them 

to grasp a higher level of meaning even in networks too complex to explore in their totality. 

Thereby, I claim that it is possible to establish an overarching conception of the work’s meaning 

that more than one reader can agree on, even if they have realised the particular photobook 

network in vastly different ways. 

In the opening essay to On Photography (1973), Susan Sontag comments that the book 

is not  

 
a wholly satisfactory scheme for putting groups of photographs into general 
circulation. The sequence in which the photographs are to be looked at is 
proposed by the order of pages, but nothing holds readers to the recommended 
order or indicates the amount of time to be spent on each photograph.41 

 

In her highly influential collection of essays, Sontag considers the ambiguous relationships 

between the elements of a photobook as a vice rather than a virtue, since they turn the meaning 

of groups of photographs into fluid and solipsistic structures. My hypothesis does, however, 

challenge the idea that the ambiguous connections between the photographs in a photobook 

 
40 Mark Bernstein and Diane Greco, ‘Card Shark and Thespis’, Electronic Book Review, 6 November 2004, 
www.electronicbookreview.com/thread/firstperson/hyperbaton (accessed 30 October 2018). 
41 Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Picador, 2005), 5. 
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disallow a sense of structure and thereby disallow a higher level of meaning. On the contrary, I 

claim that ambiguity is instrumental to the conception of unity in photobooks, and thus is a 

prerequisite for meaning, since ambiguity invites readers to engage repeatedly with the same 

nodes. This repeated engagement, I contend, is the condition that allows them to grasp the 

emergent patterns that provide photobooks with structural unity: patterns that one can perceive 

only in actual processes of realisation. 

 

Thinking through examples 

Instead of moving from the general to the particular by testing an already-defined theory on a 

selection of photobook examples, I seek to develop a theoretical standpoint on the perception 

of structural unity through attentive discussion of a small number of particular examples. This 

approach follows from my hypothesis in the sense that the emergent patterns I seek to discuss 

unfold in actual processes of rereading and can thus be demonstrated only by reference to these 

same processes. 

Another value of the movement from the particular to the general is that it allows me to 

challenge universal assumptions about photobooks by building a deep understanding of specific 

examples that belong to the genre: a purpose that seems particularly relevant within the 

photobook field, which is dominated by surveys, catalogues, and general histories. In addition, 

as Toril Moi argues in ‘Thinking through Examples’, the development of thoughts and 

theoretical standpoints through discussions of particular works allows readers to assess the 

writer’s assumptions by comparing them with their own readings of the same examples.42 In 

the context of my thesis, the decision to approach my research question through only three 

works is thus a means to invite discussion regarding the subject of my thesis.  

As I see it, the photobook’s contemporary phase provides particularly interesting 

examples to ‘think with’ regarding the subject of structural unity in photobooks. The reason it 

does so is that the contemporary phase of the photobook’s history is defined by works that 

explore the topic of rereading self-consciously and facilitate rereading extensively, and thus by 

works that might be said to ‘think’ productively about the issues I address in a thesis format. 

An excellent example of the sensibility towards rereading that is characteristic of contemporary 

photobooks is David Alan Harvey’s 2012 photobook (based on a true story).  

 
42 Toril Moi, ‘Thinking through Examples. What Ordinary Language Philosophy can do for Feminist Theory’, 
New Literary History 46, no. 2 (2015): 196. 
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Harvey’s work is bound together by a thin blue string, and this allows readers to 

physically reshuffle the pages of the photobook numerous times and thereby to reread each page 

in multiple different physical contexts.43 The various rereadings that come out of Harvey’s 

photobook appear as a string of clichés about Brazilian beach life. While relatively uninteresting 

in themselves, these clichés draw attention towards the repetitive engagement that the work’s 

material structure invites from the reader, and thus they encourage a highly interesting 

metareflection on how photobooks produce meaning. The same may be said of the first of four 

‘clues’ that the photographer provides the reader with on a separate card, which states that ‘there 

is more than one way to read this novella’.44  

Harvey’s decision not to stitch the pages of (based on a true story) together poses a 

challenge to the conventional codex format. While there are other photobooks that similarly set 

out to extend the readers’ conceptions of what counts as a book, standard productions are still 

normative in the field. Thus, I have chosen to approach the question of structural unity in 

photobooks through three standard productions from the photobook’s contemporary phase. 

These are Collier Schorr’s Jens F. (2005), Nan Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual Dependency 

(1986), and Christian Patterson’s evolving photobook Redheaded Peckerwood (2011, 2012, 

2013), which I shall discuss respectively in each of the thesis’s three main chapters.45 

Schorr, Goldin, and Patterson are all US photographers. The reason I have chosen to 

analyse photobook examples from the same geographical region is to allow for a general level 

of comparison between them. The photobook’s history is relatively international in scope, and 

excellent photobooks have come out of a range of regional contexts throughout the photobook’s 

contemporary phase. Nevertheless, I found particularly interesting examples for my study in 

the United States, possibly because this particular region has served as the centre for serious 

photobook production since the mid-1960s, when American art institutions started to support 

photography.  

Schorr’s, Goldin’s, and Patterson’s photobooks all evolve from Edward Ruscha’s 

endeavours in the sense that they link conceptual and documentary concerns. All three 

photobooks are primarily chosen because theoretical and aesthetic discourses with relevance to 

my research question surface in them, rather than because of their position in the field. 

 
43 David Alan Harvey, (based on a true story) (New York: Burn Books, 2012). 
44 Gerry Badger’s essay on photobooks and narrative made me aware of Harvey’s book. Gerry Badger, ‘It’s all 
Fiction: Narrative and the Photobook’, in Imprint: Visual Narratives in Books and Beyond, eds. Hans Hedberg et 
al. (Göteborg: Negative, 2013), 41. 
45 Jens F., The Ballad of Sexual Dependency and Redheaded Peckerwood share a standard format and focus on 
exploring the visual rather than tactile aspects of photobook experience. This focus is mirrored in my readings of 
these three works in the thesis’s main chapters, which centre on visual experience. 
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Secondarily, the three works are selected because they represent the broad material variation 

that characterises the standard-production photobook. For example, they represent different 

structures of organisation; Jens F. presents its photographs as parts of complex montages, while 

The Ballad of Sexual Dependency and Redheaded Peckerwood generally present their 

component photographs side by side, one picture on each page.  

The three examples also introduce a level of variation when it comes to word and picture 

interaction. On the one hand, all three works rely on paratextual material such as titles, 

introductions, and afterwords. But on the other hand, texts take on more integrated functions in 

all three works. In the montages of Jens F., photographs merge with textual material and 

drawings. In The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, the proximity of photographs and captions 

speaks to a similar integration of picture and text into cross-aesthetic readerly units. Redheaded 

Peckerwood, for its part, represents a third variant of word and picture interaction, since many 

of the photographs in the photobook actually represent texts.  

To reread a photobook implies an intertwinement of material, subjective, and cultural 

levels of agency. Yet to what extent the particular work’s meaning production relies on each of 

these three factors varies. This is also the case with my three examples, which are chosen to 

allow for consideration of these three dimensions: respectively, the material dimension in the 

chapter on Jens F., the readerly dimension in the chapter on The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 

and the cultural dimension in the chapter on Redheaded Peckerwood. Since I conceive of 

photobooks as works constituted in and by the interaction between particular photobooks and 

readers, I consider the work’s time frame as a product of the situation of rereading rather than 

of the moment of the photobook’s production. And this underlying idea is the condition for the 

non-chronological order in which I address my examples, an order which thus unfolds as a 

movement from the concrete to the more abstract, rather than from the past to the future. 

 

Unfolding journeys and unfolding selves 

Jens F., The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, and Redheaded Peckerwood are all loosely 

autobiographical, and like Ruscha’s Twentysix Gasoline Stations they refer to journeys 

undertaken by the photographers themselves before or during the production of the particular 

photobooks. In the afterword to Jens F., Collier Schorr explains how her extensive photobook 

portrait of a male adolescent named Jens came out of repeated visits to Germany over a five-

year period. The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, on the other hand, was not made while 

travelling. Yet the photographer conceives of the journey in similar terms as Schorr does, as a 

condition for the series of social situations represented in the photobook. The photographic 
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journey in Christian Patterson’s Redheaded Peckerwood, lastly, is modelled on an actual 

journey. The order of the photographs in the photobook reflects the photographer’s journey in 

the footsteps of two reckless teenage spree killers.  

After the Second World War, the journey became one of the most popular schemas for 

photobook production. Gerry Badger associates this development with a gradual turn inwards 

and towards the personal within the photobook field since the late 1960s.46 In the essay ‘It’s All 

Fiction’, he reflects on the reasons for this particular schema’s ongoing popularity: 

 
The journey, and its near relative, the dream, are particularly popular narrative 
frameworks, in large part I believe, because the trip […] replicates the way most 
photographers actually make pictures, moving from one subject to the next, and 
also […] the way we ‘move’ through the photobook itself.47 

 

Badger suggests an affinity between the spatiotemporal figure of the journey, the 

photographer’s search for a private self, and the way in which readers move within photobooks 

as a reason for the journey’s popularity as a narrative framework in the photobook’s 

contemporary phase. Schorr’s, Goldin’s, and Patterson’s photobooks are produced in the period 

that Badger addresses and all combine the motif of the journey with a personal perspective as 

well as with metareflections on what it means to read photobooks. Yet I claim that there is a 

structural discrepancy between the processes of rereading that contemporary photobooks 

encourage – which I seek to grasp by the network metaphor – and the journey.  

In common parlance, the journey suggests a deliberate movement from one point to 

another. But when we read and reread contemporary photobooks, goals are abandoned 

underway and replaced by new goals or by more tentative movements without clear goals. A 

sub-question to be explored in my thesis is thus whether the network metaphor allows for a 

conception of my examples that supports or challenges the idea of a gradual turn towards the 

private and self-contained notion of selfhood that Badger associates with contemporary 

photobooks. 

While I consider the conventional notion of the journey as a linear, telic process 

unsuitable as a metaphor for photobook rereading, the term ‘journey’ does however capture the 

emergent quality that I associate with that process. Hence, I shall not abandon the journey 

metaphor, but merely redefine it in non-linear terms, that is, as a non-telic process with 

interruptions, return trips, detours, and new beginnings. It is in this sense that I apply the 

 
46 Parr and Badger, The Photobook, 1:8. 
47 Badger, ‘It’s all Fiction’, 25. 
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metaphor of the journey throughout my thesis, where it thus works as a trope for the disjointed 

and seemingly open-ended processes of rereading that each of my examples encourages. As 

such, it speaks to an underlying affiliation between my own perspective on photobooks and the 

phenomenological project. The relationship between my project and phenomenology is, 

however, ‘vague, casual, even cynical’, as Roland Barthes describes his phenomenological 

engagement with photography in Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography,48 since I do not 

rely on any particular school of phenomenology. 

 

A casual phenomenology 

For phenomenologists, the world is always filtered through an individual subject’s perception 

and consciousness. This view implies an approach that is particularly attentive to the diverse 

ways in which complex phenomena appear to the self.49 What I adopt from phenomenology is 

the idea that access to the world goes through the individual’s embodied mind, and thus a first-

person perspective. My adopting this idea does not mean that I reject experience’s historicity, 

or that I give more weight to subjective than to conventional aspects of aesthetic response. It 

simply indicates that I believe that subjects cannot move beyond their own vantage points, even 

when they empathise with those of others.50  

In my view, the photobook cannot act directly on the world, but only in and by its 

interaction with a particular reader. This interactive quality summons an approach that lends 

credence to the subtle material variation of particular photobooks by describing the complex 

experiences they generate when we read such works attentively. Apparently, this descriptive 

 
48 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, trans. Richard Howard (London: Vintage, 2000), 
20. 
49 Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, s.v. ‘Phenomenology’, 16 December 2013, 
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/phenomenology/ (accessed 17 October 2018). 
50 My affiliation with the phenomenological framework goes back to the work I did for my MA thesis, where I 
developed a notion of photographic presence in and by an exploration of the intertextual connections between 
Roland Barthes’s Camera Lucida and Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception Heidi Bale 
Amundsen, ‘Fotografi, fenomenologi og nærværserfaring: En undersøkelse av fotografiets nærværsdimensjon på 
bakgrunn av Roland Barthes’ punctumbegrep og Joel-Peter Witkins og David Nebredas postmoderne 
kunstfotografi’ (Photography, phenomenology, and experiences of presence: An exploration of the photograph’s 
presence dimension in light of Roland Barthes’ notion of the punctum and Joel-Peter Witkin’s and David 
Nebreda’s postmodernist photographs) (Master thesis, University of Oslo, 2008). After writing my master thesis, 
I have developed its phenomenological perspective in articles. See: Heidi Bale Amundsen, ‘Fotografiet som 
kroppslig erfaring: En lesning av Roland Barthes’ Det lyse rommet (1980) på bakgrunn av Maurice Merleau-
Pontys fenomenologi’ (The photograph as embodied experience: A reading of Roland Barthes’ Camera Lucida 
(1980) in light of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology), Kunst og kultur 92, no. 3 (2009): 162–173; and 
Heidi Bale Amundsen, ‘Sontag og Barthes: Melankolske meditasjoner over fotografiet’ (Sontag and Barthes: 
Melancholy meditations on the photograph), Agora: Journal for metafysisk spekulasjon 29, no. 2–3 (2011): 68–
84. 
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approach accords with phenomenology’s demand to go back to ‘the things themselves’.51 

However, this is actually where my project requires a foray beyond phenomenology and its 

language.  

As James Elkins notes, classical phenomenological language sets certain limits to the 

precision with which art historians can talk about the material qualities of particular artworks. 

For hard-boiled phenomenologists, the particular merely serves as a counterpoint to their central 

interest in the universal. And the focus on the universal makes for a critical vocabulary that is 

too general to describe the specificity of particular artworks,52 which is my primary concern. 

For these reasons, my descriptions of the material variations that I find within Schorr’s, 

Goldin’s, and Patterson’s photobooks, and the multifaceted cognitive and perceptual 

experiences they generate, proceed independently of the project’s underlying 

phenomenological framework. 

The chapters in my thesis concern Jens F., The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, and 

Redheaded Peckerwood, respectively. Given the weight I put on the individual example and on 

attentive description, each chapter thus begins with a thorough account of the particular 

photobook’s structure. That description then forms the basis for the second part of the chapters, 

where I theorise the particular photobook’s mode of functioning as a principle of rereading. 

While those principles are realised as emergent patterns only in and by the reader’s experience 

of the works, they imply complex critical concepts: the ‘palimpsest’, the ‘memory’, and the 

‘meme’.  

The discourses about palimpsests, memories, and memes have largely unfolded in fields 

beyond the visual arts context that the photobook phenomenon belongs to, respectively within 

comparative literature, philosophy, and evolutionary psychology. When I discuss the 

palimpsest, I thus draw on literary scholar Sarah Dillon’s The Palimpsest: Literature, Criticism, 

Theory (2007). Regarding memory, I lean on philosopher Henri Bergson’s conceptualisation of 

remembering in Matter and Memory (1896). And when I write about memes, I primarily refer 

to evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins’s The Selfish Gene (1976).53 As a visual scholar 

trained in art history and aesthetics, with a special interest in photobooks, I do not, however, 

 
51 Peter Willis, ‘The “Things Themselves” in Phenomenology’, Indo-Pacific Journal of Phenomenology 1, no. 1 
(2001): 1–12.  
52 James Elkins, ‘On Some Limits of Materiality in Art History’, 31: Das Magazin des Instituts für Theorie 12 
(2008): 25–30.  
53 Sarah Dillon, The Palimpsest: Literature, Criticism, Theory (London: Continuum, 2007). Henri Bergson, Matter 
and Memory (New York: Zone Books, 1991). Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1976). 
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limit my application of these terms to their original contexts, and not even to their original 

meanings.  

Within the frames of my thesis, the critical concepts I rely on serve as heuristic models, 

modified to suit the purposes and needs that surface during my engagement with particular 

photobooks. In the context of my three main chapters, they therefore serve as a basis for 

articulating Jens F.’s palimpsestuous principle of rereading, The Ballad of Sexual 

Dependency’s mnemonic principle of rereading, and Redheaded Peckerwood’s memetic 

principle of rereading. These principles are versions of the network structure that frames my 

conception of the photobook, yet each develops the structure in a different direction.54 

The principles of rereading that I find constitutive of my examples form the basis for 

the third and last stage of my main chapters, where I shall conduct a rereading of the photobook 

in question on the basis of the aforementioned principle, in order to discern how this strategy 

allows me to grasp emergent patterns that give the work a structural unity. These rereadings 

imply attentive descriptions of my own engagement with, respectively, Schorr’s, Goldin’s and 

Patterson’s photobooks. While the structure of my chapters might suggest that processes of 

rereading unfold as somewhat orderly events, this is rarely the case. I argue that particular 

principles of rereading allow readers to sense structural unity. Yet those experiences of structure 

come out of disorienting and at times even chaotic experiences with actual photobook networks. 

So, I want to ask the reader to please keep in mind that my own experiences have been 

retrospectively organised in order to make my argument clearer. 

 

Rereading photobooks 

A pattern, as already stated, is a structure that repeats itself with predictability. For the purposes 

of each chapter, I have therefore chosen to demonstrate the patterns that provide my examples 

with structural unity by tracing particular nodes that repeat themselves during my acts of 

rereading each work. To capture the material basis of Schorr’s photobook, I shall focus on a 

pose that repeats itself on a number of the book’s pages. To capture the subjective dimension 

of Goldin’s photobook, I trace the journey of a particular photograph that reappears as a string 

of afterimages in my memory several times during my interaction with the work. To capture 

the cultural dimension crucial to the unfolding of Patterson’s photobook, I focus on a particular 

 
54 The metaphorical relationship between the principles of rereading that I describe in my thesis implies a level of 
similarity between them, despite the fact that they are not identical. Unfortunately, the Ph.D. format does not 
provide the required space to elaborate on each point of contact, and I thus call upon my readers to draw these 
lines by themselves. 
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frame: a representational device that enters into view at several stages of the rereading process, 

which extends beyond the book object and the reader and across the World Wide Web’s vast 

cultural realm. 

By examining the paths that one particular node is enmeshed in during my interaction 

with, respectively, Jens F., The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, and Redheaded Peckerwood, I 

outline one out of the multiple contours that constitute each network. But the figures I examine 

in each chapter are not the only circulating entities that crop up, disappear, and reappear during 

my interaction with Schorr’s, Goldin’s, and Patterson’s works, and I could have chosen to focus 

on other poses, other photographs, and other frames, and thus I could have chosen to outline 

other contours. Yet the elements that I trace are those that appear most central to my own 

rereading processes and hence as keys to my experience of the particular photobooks as unitary 

works. Since these elements represent different levels of abstraction, I hope that they shall 

enable me to test the reach of the reading strategy I develop in my thesis. 

Some readers might find the processes of rereading that I shall engage in limited, given 

how each of them traces just one repeated element and the relationships that element forms with 

only one subject – me – during the rereading process. Yet I shall argue that this delimitation is 

afforded by the complex network character that my three examples share.55 Patrick Jagoda 

points to the reason why: ‘Given their inherent transformability and fundamental extensibility, 

networks cannot be reproduced in totality’.56 To read a photobook, considered as an emergent 

network, is to engage in a singular process that disallows a totalising conception of all the 

readerly possibilities the network offers.  

Writing about complex photobook networks is unavoidably to take your own shifting 

positions within the network, as an integral part of it, as a point of departure. This integral 

position, however, does not necessarily imply that the processes of rereading I outline in relation 

to my examples depend on random assembly. If it is so, as I think it is, that each rereading of 

my examples answers to a principle that defines whether the individual reading is valid or 

whether it takes liberties in relation to the photobook object’s particular network structure, then 

my singular path through each work is not an arbitrary construction. 

 
55 The word ‘affordance’ was coined by psychologist James J. Gibson to explain how animals relate to their 
surroundings. The term suggests a way of thinking about how certain material properties enable particular forms 
of interaction. James J. Gibson, ‘The Theory of Affordances’, in Perceiving, Acting, and Knowing: Toward an 
Ecological Psychology, eds. Robert Shaw and John Bransford (Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 1977), 68–69.  
56 Patrick Jagoda, ‘Network Aesthetics: American Fiction in the Culture of Interconnectivity’ (Ph.D. thesis, Duke 
University, 2010), 43. 



22 

Crucially, the approach that I have developed to my examples speaks to an urge to 

capture the emergent dimension I associate with the photobook, which tends to be deflated in 

readings of photobooks. The realisation of the photobook’s principles of rereading depends on 

the reader’s engagement with the photobook over time, for only over time can the reader 

encounter an element more than once and thus venture along a new path. In this sense, time is 

the condition for rereading, and thus for the reader’s experience of a unifying pattern.  

Time is the condition that enables the reader to perceive a unifying pattern in a 

photobook. But, as David Ciccoricco has correctly pointed out, repetition is for its part what 

makes time perceivable as an emergent process of change,57 as in the cyclic repetition of the 

new-year celebration. By describing the relationships that three respective figures are enmeshed 

in at different stages of the processes of rereading I outline in my thesis, I thus hope to make 

the emergent character of these processes perceivable to the reader. To capture the emergent 

dimension of the processes of rereading that I associate with photobooks will be a central 

concern throughout my thesis. Whether my approach succeeds in capturing that dimension is, 

however, a matter I shall assess in the thesis’s coda.  

The strategy for rereading that governs my interaction with my photobook examples, 

which depends on attentive description of repeated encounters with given circulating figures, 

was inspired by sociologist and part-time curator Bruno Latour. Latour’s contribution to the 

development of Actor-Network Theory was central to the late 1980s recalibration of the 

network model as an emergent structure, which is the premise for my conception of the 

photobook. Under the mantra ‘follow the actors themselves’, he advises researchers to describe 

the multiple relationships that circulating entities are entangled in at the different moments in 

which they come into view,58 precisely in order to capture change.  

The similarity between Latour’s method and my own approach does not, however, 

imply that I rely on his conception of Actor-Network Theory, or that I apply his method point-

by-point. Most importantly, I focus on the intimate nature of reading, an intimacy inherent to 

particular reading situations, while he focuses on larger-scale sociological phenomena. While 

Latour encourages an approach that takes as many actors as possible into account, I thus delimit 

my descriptions to the shifting relationships that unfold from the interaction between particular 

photobook objects and me as a reader. This delimitation appears to be appropriate, given the art 

history perspective that underpins this thesis. Certainly, art history is, by and large, a discipline 

 
57 David Ciccoricco, Reading Network Fiction (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 2007), 28. 
58 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2005), 143. 
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committed to developing and testing advanced reading practices in relation to particular 

artworks. 

While network approaches attuned to emergence have snuck into photography studies 

in recent years, these approaches seem to have done so merely as part of a shift from the issue 

of representation to a concern with the picture as a social object having meanings that depend 

on its contexts.59 This shift makes for an approach that is closer to Latour’s than to mine, since 

I do not focus on the art object as a unit of circulation. Rather, I am interested in meaning 

production as an emergent and recombinatory network process that unfolds in and by particular 

acts of rereading, that is, when a reader leafs through a particular photobook while assembling 

and reassembling its constituent elements into meaningful constellations.  

Network thinking in general implies that one gives more weight to interrelations than to 

stable entities. Despite the differences between my own approach and that of Latour, Ian 

Bogost’s critique of the way in which entities are ‘de-emphasized in favour of their couplings 

and decouplings’ in Latour’s writings might thus also apply to my own project.60 However, I 

contend that it is precisely because of its dynamic conception of being that the network appears 

as a particularly applicable frame for my own study of photobooks, that is, because the meaning 

of photobooks is not the sum of the work’s component parts, but the emergent result of the 

reader’s combination and recombination of them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
59 Cross and Peck describes this shift as a ‘material turn’ in photography. Karen Cross and Julia Peck, ‘Editorial’, 
in ‘Photography, Archive and Memory’, ed. Karen Cross and Julia Peck, special issue, Photographies 3, no. 2 
(2010): 130 and 136. Examples are Elizabeth Edwards and Janice Hart, eds., Photography Object History: On the 
Materiality of Images (London and New York: Routledge, 2004) and Nadya Bair, ‘The Decisive Network: 
Producing Henri Cartier-Bresson at Mid-Century’, History of Photography 40, no. 2 (2016): 146–166. 
60 Ian Bogost, Alien Phenomenology, or, What It’s Like to be a Thing (Minneapolis and London: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2012), 7. 
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PALIMPSESTUOUS REINSCRIPTIONS 

Collier Schorr’s Jens F. 
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Collier Schorr’s Jens F. (2005) takes its point of departure in the 1987 catalogue for the Andrew 

Wyeth exhibition The Helga Pictures,61 which gathers reproductions of Wyeth’s paintings and 

drawings of his housekeeper Helga in a set of conventional poses.62 Working with Jens F., 

Schorr re-enacted each of these poses photographically and pasted them into the Wyeth 

catalogue on top of the other artist’s pictures. The result of this practice of layering is a string 

of visual montages where the same poses appear in multiple visually distinct versions, and a 

work that has aptly been referred to as a ‘palimpsest’. 

  In the 1980s, a group of October critics paradigmatically articulated the palimpsest 

in allegorical terms, as a structure that takes on meaning in and by a static play between surface 

and depth.63 This binary conception of the palimpsest is, I argue, problematically replicated in 

previous readings of Jens F., which are characterised by a consideration of the visible results 

of Schorr’s practice in light of Wyeth’s now largely hidden pictures. While implicitly seeking 

to impose postmodernist allegory’s static binary system onto Jens F., several commentators 

note how the photobook’s myriad overlapping versions of the same poses destabilise these 

attempts by calling for a constant reinscription of each pose’s meanings and functions.  This 

need for reinscription makes for an emergent dimension that has led a number of critics to 

proclaim that Schorr’s photobook fails as an artwork. However, I suggest reading it differently.  

 I contend that the photobook’s inability to conform to the allegorical model is not a 

sign of artistic fiasco, but a deliberate attempt to redirect the reader’s attention from the 

artwork’s invisible features to its manifestly present elements. Conforming to Schorr’s 

invitation, I thus describe Jens F. as a network of surface inscriptions, a network which is 

realised as an artwork in and by the reader’s interaction with it. I also argue that this realisation 

relies on a palimpsestuous principle of rereading that is inscribed into the work’s visual 

structure, which allows for the perception of an emergent pattern that provides the work with 

structural unity. 

 The argument and organisation of the chapter proceed as follows: First, I provide a 

detailed description of Jens F.’s visual structure. Second, I map the underlying allegorical 

assumptions that run through previous readings of Schorr’s photobook. Since the allegorical 

conception of the palimpsest provides the conditions for previous readings of Jens F., and for 

my own rereading of the work, I shall outline the allegorical framework in detail. I hope that 

 
61 Collier Schorr, Jens F. (Göttingen: SteidlMACK, 2005). John Wilmerding, ed., Andrew Wyeth: The Helga 
Pictures (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1987). 
62 The photograph on this chapter’s front page is taken from Collier Schorr’s Jens F., 130. 
63  The most influential conceptions of postmodernist allegory in relation to the visual arts were articulated, 
respectively, by Douglas Crimp, Craig Owens, and Benjamin Buchloh. 
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the reader shall see the value of that discussion and follow me through these pages, to the third 

part of the chapter. This is where I suggest that Jens F. is most properly understood as an 

emergent network structure. And as such, I claim that Schorr’s photobook is governed by a 

palimpsestuous principle of rereading rather than by the stable, binary system of postmodernist 

allegory. Fourth, I shall demonstrate how this palimpsestuous principle of rereading is realised 

as a unifying pattern in and by my own interaction with the work by tracing one particular 

pose’s journey, and thus one of the network’s multiple contours.  

 While my approach to Jens F. leaves all but one of the work’s contours unexplored, I 

contend that the repetitive nature of the palimpsestuous principle of rereading nevertheless 

allows me to imagine the network’s overarching pattern. And what I thus argue is that the 

pattern that unfolds during the act of rereading Jens F. conveys a twofold meaning that is 

generalisable to the work as a whole. First, it conveys a demonstration of the allegorical model’s 

shortcomings in relation to postmodernist art. And second, it carries a reflection on identity’s 

extension into a material realm where the two-gender system that allegorical thinking sustains 

is no longer valid. 

 

The photobook and its backstory 

Jens F. is made and designed by photographer Collier Schorr and was issued by SteidlMACK 

in 2005 in 1000 signed and numbered copies.64 The photobook measures 24 x 28 centimetres 

and is published as an off-white, clothbound hardcover. Within it, pink endpapers envelope a 

frontispiece and a sequence of 142 numbered pages covered by dense visual-textual montages. 

The overall sequence contains no blank pages, but subtitles, or overwritten subtitles, mark off 

34 montaged sections. In addition, Jens F. includes a short afterword written by the artist, which 

introduces the photobook’s concept and underlying backstory. 

Schorr’s afterword describes the beginning of an artist–model relationship between the 

photographer, an American-Jewish photographer on vacation in Southern Germany, and a 

German adolescent named Jens Fuchsloch. Their acquaintance developed from a random 

meeting on a train through his home region, Schwäbisch Gmünd, which is an area of forests, 

fields, factories, wayside shrines, and closed American military bases constructed during the 

post-war occupation. Schorr describes the encounter between herself and Jens like this:  

 
I met Jens F. on a train. The train was old and hot and the cloth covered [sic] 
benches conjured restless thighs and cigarettes. I was reading Primo Levis’ 

 
64 Fig. 1.1. 
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Survival in Auschwitz, which was my self-imposed punishment and seemed a fair 
compromise after reading Cynthia Ozick’s essay ‘Why I will never go to 
Germany.’ Jens has reddish blond hair.65  

 
After pointing to Jens’s typically German features, Schorr notes the subtle physical similarities 

between him and American realist painter Andrew Wyeth’s favourite model Helga Testorf. 

Helga was Wyeth’s neighbour’s German housekeeper, and the painter met her when she was 

thirty-eight. She sat for him for a period of fifteen years, from 1971 to 1985, resulting in more 

than 240 portraits of her in different environments and states of dress and in a selection of 

conventional poses, and in a few pictures of Helga’s teenage daughter.  

Discovering in a bookstore a catalogue for an exhibition of Wyeth’s pictures of Helga,66 

Schorr recognised Jens in the cover picture.67 Spurred by the similarity between Helga and Jens, 

Schorr decided that she would portray him photographically in all the different poses that Helga 

enacts in the catalogue. Through this re-enactment, she wanted to explore the so-called ‘female 

pose’. And during the next five years, Schorr thus travelled back and forth between the United 

States and Germany several times to work on the project.  

While meticulously portraying Jens photographically, Schorr simultaneously 

documented and developed the process of representation by cutting out the contact prints that 

she liked and pasting them into the Wyeth catalogue together with drawings, cut-outs, and 

written comments and notes.68  The photographic project was originally considered as the 

primary work. Yet when curator Lawrence Rinder asked Schorr to submit some of the pages of 

the reworked catalogue for the 2002 Whitney Biennial,69 Schorr’s scrapbook started to develop 

into an artwork in its own right, which was published as the photobook Jens F. in 2005. 

By the time of its publication, Jens F. had expanded beyond its original point of 

departure and included portraits of three other models than Jens, who occasionally substitute 

 
65 Fig. 1.2.  
66 Schorr, Jens F., n.p. All unreferenced quotes in the ensuing text are taken from Schorr’s afterword, which is 
placed on an unnumbered page at the back of the photobook. 
67 Wilmerding, Andrew Wyeth. 
68 In MACK’s ad for Jens F. (the publisher SteidlMACK now goes under the name MACK), Schorr tells us this: 
‘The work evolved into a kind of dance between the two models, between painting and photography, between the 
exacting detail of photography and all the nuances of sketches and drawings. As a way of keeping track of all these 
images, I began to clip out the contact prints I liked and to paste them into a book. The volume became something 
like a log or sketchbook, the antithesis of photography where the viewer sees only the finished and perfected 
photograph. Here they see hundreds of attempts. Each page compiles years' worth of shots, the same picture taken 
again and again over time. The camera formats change; the boy's body changes; the light changes. Levels of 
intimacy change’. MACK. Ad for Collier Schorr’s Jens F. https://mackbooks.co.uk/products/jens-f-br-collier-
schorr (accessed 13 March 2019). 
69 Interdisciplinarity is a characteristic feature of Collier Schorr’s work at large. Her production crosses the 
boundaries between art and advertising; it is realised in the form of books, prints, and exhibitions; she alternates 
between the role of the artist, the curator, and the teacher; and her style encompasses several genres and allows for 
integrating photography with several other media, such as writing, drawing, and silhouette art. 
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for him. These are boyish-looking ‘Deborah H.’, skinny redhead ‘Joachim T.’, and ‘Kate C.’, 

who is a few years older than the other models and the photobook’s only nude. In addition, 

Schorr has included photographs of Jens’s little sister Lena, as a stand-in for Helga’s daughter. 

Like Wyeth’s models, Schorr’s models all have Germanic features and look relatively ordinary. 

But their age, gender, and personal features vary, as well as their poses and clothing. Therefore, 

Schorr’s representations of Helga’s poses exhibit only a shifting degree of similarity with the 

pictures that formed the project’s point of departure. 

 

Schorr’s method 

The Andrew Wyeth: The Helga Pictures catalogue accompanied the Washington National 

Gallery of Art’s travelling exhibition of the same name, which was inaugurated in 1987. It is 

printed in a neat and conventional catalogue format, with reproductions of sketches as well as 

signed works placed discretely next to one another, within sequences each of which reproduces 

a series of pictures of the same pose. Wyeth’s pictures are mainly executed on paper and they 

include temperas, drybrush paintings, watercolours, and drawings. They are all executed in the 

artist’s signature style of fine lines and bleak realist tints.  

Jens F. replicates the catalogue template’s exact size. But Schorr’s work is published in 

a limited edition and presents its content in complex montages, rather than neatly next to each 

other, together with other visual and textual material. In the photobook’s afterword, Schorr tells 

us that her project began with the ‘desire to write an uncontestable definition’ of each of Helga’s 

poses by representing Jens in each of her poses in one carefully executed photographic print. 

However, she continues, her increasing obsession with the process of representation involved a 

gradual abandonment of this conceptual point of departure.70  

‘I didn’t intend to shoot more than one model, or to fill up most of the pages, but one 

gets addicted to the rush of representation [my italics]’, Schorr explains in the afterword. Over 

time, Schorr abandoned her merely intellectual point of departure, and started to embrace the 

rush of representation and a spontaneous, open-ended, and hasty artistic process. This new 

approach resulted in a photobook with a casual and scrapbook-like structure. While Wyeth’s 

pictures of Helga remained the project’s central intervisual reference to the end, Schorr’s 

 
70 Conceptual photobooks are characterised by persistent and consequent testing of preconceived ideas, and thus 
of a systematicity that is foreign to Schorr’s project. The paradigmatic example of the conceptual photobook is 
Edward Ruscha’s 1966 Every Building on the Sunset Strip, for which Ruscha photographed every building on one 
of Los Angeles’s main thoroughfares by driving down on one side of the street, and then back on the other. The 
resulting photographs were reproduced as two continuous strips of pictures – one for each side of the road – that 
were labelled with the number of the depicted building. Edward Ruscha, Every Building on the Sunset Strip 
(California: Self-published, 1966).  
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redefined working method involved abandoning her original idea of writing an ‘uncontestable 

definition’ of the individual poses. Instead, she came to allow multiple visually distinct versions 

of each pose to enter the photobook. 

The variation between the different versions of each pose results from Schorr’s 

manipulation of the model or from technical modifications such as the shifts between black-

and-white and colour, and between vertical and horizontal framing. Other variations were 

brought about by forces beyond Schorr’s control, such as the explicit changes that Jens’s 

coming of age impose upon his body (exemplified by the two pictures of Jens on page 1),71 the 

more indefinable change of appearance that is brought about by his first romantic relationship 

(86),72 or the suddenly flushed cheek and self-conscious gaze that follow from his mother’s 

unexpected interruption of a modelling session (132).73  

The photographs reflect Schorr’s technical skills as a photographer, yet her repetitive 

and tentative approach to each pose speaks to the project’s overall appearance as a testament to 

the multitude of shifting and overlapping forces, impulses, legacies, histories, people, and 

things that acted upon the artist at one point or another during the course of the project. And so 

does the way in which Schorr has layered the different photographic versions of Helga’s poses 

onto each other on each of the catalogue’s pages. 

The wish to represent the artistic process is also expressed by the photographs’ unevenly 

cut edges, the haphazard way in which Schorr’s pictures are pasted onto each other, the rough 

lines of the drawn sketches that accompany the photographs, and the multiple spelling errors, 

acronyms, abbreviations, and unfinished sentences that characterise the relatively banal 

handwritten comments that the photographer has inserted throughout. The notion of Jens F. as 

a document on an artistic process is, however, most explicitly expressed by the way in which 

the written notes repeat, contradict, overwrite, and erase each other, and by the way that they 

sometimes refer to elements hidden from the viewer’s eyes under subsequently added material. 

The particular chronology of the process of layering that Jens F. came out of is, however, 

unclear to the reader, whose eyes are met by a chaotic network of visual and textual features 

without any apparent timeline or telos.74  

 
71 Fig. 1.3 (verso). 
72 Fig. 1.4 (recto). 
73 Fig. 1.5 (recto). Page numbers set in parentheses in the main text indicate where in Jens F. to find the visual 
figures that I refer to in this chapter. 
74 Schorr’s written remarks roughly fall into four categories: one, descriptive notes regarding the circumstances 
for the making of each of the photographer’s representations (who, what, when, where, and how) and comments 
regarding the material choices involved with each representation (flash, perspective, shutter speed, scissor work, 
pencil, etc.); two, self-reflexive comments on Schorr’s shifting affective and intellectual investments in the project, 
and on her changing thoughts on the project’s purposes; three, tentative readings of her own and Wyeth’s portraits 
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The allegorical conception of the palimpsest 

With good reason, the result of Schorr’s process of layering is often described as a palimpsest.75 

The word is derived from the Greek ‘palimpsestos’, which is a combination of the words ‘palin’, 

which means ‘again’, and ‘psestos’, which means ‘scraped’ or ‘rubbed smooth’.76 According 

to The Oxford English Dictionary, the concept describes a ‘parchment or other writing surface 

on which the original text has been effaced or partially erased, and then overwritten by another; 

a manuscript in which later writing has been superimposed on earlier (effaced) writing’.77  

The manuscripts that became recycled as palimpsests were usually those in which the 

language had been rendered unreadable or the message irrelevant by changed historical 

circumstances.78 Although the original message was thus at one point discarded, it was often 

imperfectly removed. It could therefore reappear over the following centuries, when the iron in 

the remaining ink reacted with the oxygen in the air.79 This process of resurrection allows two 

or more texts to coincide on the same writing surface, as multiple texts coincide in Jens F. 

Thomas De Quincey’s 1845 essay ‘The Palimpsest’ introduced the substantive concept 

of the palimpsest.80 De Quincey’s text initiated an ongoing process of metaphorisation of the 

term, which a group of critics associated with the journal October contributed to in the early 

1980s. The October critics began to apply the figure of the palimpsest as the master trope for 

an allegorical conception of postmodernist artworks, which they hence considered as 

compounds of two dissimilar, yet symmetrical levels of semiotic meaning.81 By the time of the 

 
in terms of gender, subjectivity, power, and art; and four, quotes from and references to a wide selection of fine 
and popular art and literature that in different ways touch on the question of how we read art as well as other people. 
75  The publisher SteidlMACK uses the term ‘palimpsest’ to describe Jens F. in the ad for the photobook. 
http://www.mackbooks.co.uk/books/770-Blumen.html (accessed 29 November 2016). Natalie Shukur also refers 
to Jens F. as a palimpsest in a commentary on the work. Natalie Shukur, ‘Artists: Collier Schorr’, RUSSH 
Magazine, 2005, http://www.russhmagazine.com/arts-music/artists/Collier-Schorr/ (accessed 29 November 2016). 
The term ‘palimpsest’ is also repeatedly applied in descriptions of Schorr’s other works, several of which are 
visually similar to Jens F. 
76 The Oxford Dictionaries, s.v. ‘Palimpsest’, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/palimpsest (approached 
30 November 2016). 
77 The Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. ‘Palimpsest’, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/136319?rskey=vrF79X&result=1&isAdvanced=false#eid (accessed 7 
December 2016).  
78 Reuse of manuscripts was common in the great monastic institutions of medieval Western Europe, in large part 
because of the scarcity and expensiveness of writing materials. Sarah Dillon, ‘Reinscribing De Quincey’s 
Palimpsest: The Significance of the Palimpsest in Contemporary Literary and Cultural Studies’, Textual Practice, 
19, no. 3 (2005): 244. 
79 The natural process that led to the resurrection of erased inscriptions was later boosted by palimpsest editors by 
use of chemical reagents or ultraviolet light and photography. Dillon, ‘Reinscribing De Quincey’s Palimpsest’, 
244.  
80 Dillon, The Palimpsest, 1.  
81 Douglas Crimp was the first to point out the tendency in postmodernist art of reading one text through another, 
in his 1979 ‘Pictures’ essay. Following the recent rehabilitation of allegory in the adjacent fields of architecture 
and literature, Craig Owens articulated this structural doubling through the concept of allegory, which he 
metaphorically related to the figure of the palimpsest. Two years later, Benjamin Buchloh picked up on Owens’s 
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2005 publication of Jens F., this notion of allegory had become part of the critical doxa to such 

an extent that nearly all writing on postmodernist art had to incorporate or actively refute it. 

And thereby, allegory became the art field’s dominant model for thinking about the palimpsest.  

The allegorical conception of postmodernist art was most significantly articulated in 

Craig Owens’s now canonical two-part essay ‘The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of 

Postmodernism’ (1980).82 Owens’s essay contributed considerably to the establishment of a 

semiotic approach within art- and photography studies. Rather than phenomena to engage with, 

postmodernist artworks are for Owens discursive structures to be deciphered on the basis of 

hard-headed scrutiny. For him, such works are codified sets of signifiers with no natural 

connection with their meanings, or with reality as such.83  

‘The single, coherent impulse’ that holds postmodernist artworks together as a group is, 

for Owens, the literary figure of allegory. According to Owens, allegory is a textual feature that 

occurs when ‘one text is read through another, however fragmentary, intermittent, or chaotic 

their relationship may be’.84 Within allegory, two dissimilar narratives, which Owens conceives 

of in horizontal terms, are brought together within the same figure. For him, this involves a 

 
reflections in the essay ‘Allegorical Procedures’, where he confirms the palimpsest as the most appropriate figure 
for postmodernist art’s mode of allegorical doubling. Other significant contributions to the discourse on allegory 
and postmodernism include Joel Fineman’s essay on the interrelationships between allegory and a 
psychoanalytical framework and Stephen Melville’s response to the preceding October accounts of allegory and 
postmodernism. See: Douglas Crimp, ‘Pictures’, October 8 (Spring 1979): 75–88; Craig Owens, ‘The Allegorical 
Impulse: Toward a Theory of Postmodernism’, part I, October 12 (Spring 1980): 67–86; Craig Owens, ‘The 
Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of Postmodernism’, part II, October 13 (Summer 1980): 58–80; Benjamin 
Buchloh, ‘Allegorical Procedures: Appropriation and Montage in Contemporary Art’, Artforum 21, no. 1 (1982): 
43–56; Joel Fineman, ‘The Structure of Allegorical Desire’, October 12 (Spring 1980): 47–66; and Stephen 
Melville, ‘Notes on the Re-emergence of Allegory, the Forgetting of Modernism, the Necessity of Rhetoric, and 
the Conditions of Publicity in Art and Criticism’, October 19 (Winter 1981): 55–92. 
82 Gail Day points out the continued significance of Owens’s two-part essay to this day, even when the ‘critical 
claims to postmodernism […] have waned somewhat from the critical horizon’, as she puts it. Gail Day, ‘Allegory: 
Between Deconstruction and Dialectics’, Oxford Art Journal, 22, no. 1 (1999): 105. The same is noted by Jack 
Wong. He argues, in relation to the early 1980s essays by Crimp, Owens, and Buchloh, that ‘the perimeter of a 
theory of allegory in visual art was staked out in this moment, [which] has largely remained the horizon of allegory 
in visual art practice and criticism since’. Jack Wong, ‘Remapping the Constellation of Walter Benjamin’s 
Allegorical Method’, American, British and Canadian Studies Journal 25, no. 1 (2015): 42. The discussion of 
Owens’s two-part essay as part of the Art Seminar series publication on the aesthetic and the anti-aesthetic is also 
a testament to the continuing relevance of this particular text as a model for critical writing on art. Gustav Frank 
also points out the ‘textual architecture of Owens’s argument as a sort of forerunner that has legitimized the design 
of theory ever since’. Whereupon Sunil Manghani states, ‘I think a lot of people now feel an affinity with Owens’s 
kind of writing, but they don’t know exactly how to place it. There is a tendency to write (and think) as Owens 
does’. One of the book’s editors, James Elkins puts it even more explicitly in his abstract of one of the discussion 
that the book documents, stating that ‘[‘The Allegorical Impulse’] is, in many ways, a central model for the 
possibilities of serious academic art-historical writing, even, especially, by scholars who would never identify 
themselves as inheritors of that moment, or of October’. James Elkins and Harper Montgomery, eds., Beyond the 
Aesthetic and the Anti-Aesthetic (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2013), 41–43. 
83 Owens, ‘The Allegorical Impulse’, part I, 84–85. Owens’s insistence on an arbitrary relationship between the 
signifier and the signified makes him a true child of the 1960s so-called ‘linguistic turn’. 
84 Op. cit., 69. 
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layered structure similar to that of the reused manuscripts produced in medieval times, and he 

consequently concludes that ‘the paradigm for the allegorical work is thus the palimpsest’.85  

While allegorical representation had been unfavourably contrasted with the symbol’s 

capacity for presentation in modernist writings on art,86 Owens reverses the valuation of symbol 

and allegory by allying the latter with 1970s appropriation art:  

 
Allegorical imagery is appropriated imagery; the allegorist does not invent 
images but confiscates them. He lays claim to the culturally significant, poses as 
its interpreter. [The allegorist] adds another meaning to the image. If he adds, 
however, he does so only to replace: the allegorical meaning supplants an 
antecedent one; it is a supplement.87 

 
By reusing an already-produced image within another context, the act of appropriation adds a 

new level of meaning onto the meaning that is usually attributed to the image. This results in a 

double-narrative structure that Owens conceives of as paradigmatic of allegory, where a 

superimposed level of meaning ironically comments on an underlying one.88  

Owens’s conception of allegory’s superimposed level of meaning as a ‘supplement’ 

reads as a subtle reference to Jacques Derrida’s Of Grammatology (1967).89 Here, Derrida 

describes the supplement as a substitution, but also as an accretion that adds to a phenomenon 

and thus constitutes ‘a history, a progressive becoming’ that changes it.90 Yet the factor of 

change that Derrida associates with the supplement, which he addresses as a ‘progressive 

becoming’, is deflated in Owens’s conception of allegory, where allegory’s layers are conceived 

in static, binary terms. For Owens, allegorical doubling encourages a replacement of traditional 

syntagmatic reading habits by a vertically oriented reading of correspondences that arrests the 

two distinct narrative levels in opposition to each other within a spatial figure that Owens 

 
85 Ibid. 
86 Owens’s essays read as a reaction to the critical tradition that developed from Clement Greenberg’s writings on 
modernism, and especially as a reaction to Michael Fried’s 1967 essay ‘Art and Objecthood’. Fried’s conception 
of the modernist artwork relies on the Romantic notion of the symbol as a figure that calls forth a higher level of 
metaphysical meaning, and thus an organic totality that cannot be translated into words. The Romantic notion of 
the symbol finds its contemporary expression in Fried’s notion of the modernist artwork’s ‘presentness’: the idea 
of the artwork as an entity that is wholly manifest at all times, within a natural continuum. This presentness, 
according to Fried, results in a transcendent condition that he describes as a ‘state of grace’. Michael Fried, ‘Art 
and Objecthood’, Artforum 5, no. 10 (1967): 12–23. 
87 Owens, ‘The Allegorical Impulse’, part I, 69.  
88 The classical notion of allegory points to an expanded metaphor within which a literal reading of a narrative is 
doubled by a figurative reading of that same narrative, which it refers to. Owens does, however, conceive of both 
levels of allegory as equally literal. Rather than a figurative doubling of the underlying narrative, we thus have an 
ironic commentary that questions the figure’s naturalised status and muddies it. See: Merriam-Webster, s.v. 
‘Allegory’, http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/allegory (accessed 7 December 2016). 
89 Owens, ‘The Allegorical Impulse’, part I, 69. 
90 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore and London: The John 
Hopkins University Press, 1976), 200. 
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conceives of as ‘not dynamic, but static, ritualistic, repetitive’. He continues: ‘It is thus the 

epitome of counter-narrative, as it arrests narrative in place’.91  

Explicitly inspired by the 1977 translation of Walter Benjamin’s Ursprung des 

Deutschen Trauerspiels (The Origin of German Tragic Drama) into English, Owens argues that 

vertical reading constitutes a ‘dialectical relationship’ between the two horizontal levels of the 

allegorical artwork by forcing the reader into a state of constant oscillation between the 

overlying and the underlying layers of meaning.92 Benjamin’s historical notion of allegory, on 

the one hand, allows for a dialectical recognition of totality over time, and thereby for a release 

of revolutionary energy.93 Owens’s notion of allegory, on the other hand, reduces time to a 

static present, which disallows negotiation between its two levels of signification.94 In Owens’s 

hands, allegory hence becomes a ‘deconstructive impulse’ that demonstrates the fundamental 

meaninglessness of total mediation.95  

Leaning on Paul de Man’s 1979 Allegories of Reading, where de Man defines allegory 

as a process without closure,96 Owens considers allegory as an inconclusive oscillation between 

particulars that remain statically opposed during the process of reading. He puts it like this: ‘[In 

allegory,] two clearly defined, but mutually incompatible readings are engaged in blind 

confrontation in such a way that it is impossible to choose between them’. 97  Given the 

poststructuralist notion of truth as conjured up by language,98 Owens conceives of both levels 

of allegory as equally valid. And by locating meaning in neither the one nor the other, but in 

 
91 Owens, ‘The Allegorical Impulse’, part I, 72. 
92 Op. cit., 71.  
93 In later writings, the historical dimension of Benjamin’s allegorical thinking is developed into the concept of the 
‘dialectical image’ and, at an even later stage, into the concept of ‘Dialektik im Stillstand’. Those terms describe 
the moment when fragments of a primal history become intelligible and alive in the present, and thereby release 
revolutionary energy. Wong, ‘Remapping the Constellation of Walter Benjamin’s Allegorical Method’, 45. 
94 In one of the discussions that are reproduced in Beyond the Aesthetic and the Anti-Aesthetic, Hal Foster points 
out that Owens’s essays might be read as a reaction to the historicist tendency to conceive of the artwork as a 
reflection of the moment of its own making. But rather than solving the problems implied by the habit of reading 
artworks as static reflections of a past moment, I will argue that allegory repeats the same error by conceiving of 
the artwork as a similarly static reflection of a timeless present. Elkins and Montgomery, Beyond the Aesthetic and 
the Anti-Aesthetic, 40. 
95 Owens, ‘The Allegorical Impulse’, part II, 70.  
96 Paul de Man, Allegories of Reading: Figural Language in Rousseau, Nietzsche, Rilke, and Proust (New Haven 
and London: Yale University Press, 1979), 205. It should be noted that de Man’s work on allegory is explicitly 
indebted to Benjamin. 
97 Owens, ‘The Allegorical Impulse’, part II, 61. 
98 Asli Calkivik, ‘Poststructuralism/Postmodernism in International Relations’, Oxford Research Encyclopedia of 
International Studies, November 2016, http://oxfordre.com/internationalstudies/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190 
846626.001.0001/acrefore-9780190846626-e-102 (accessed 28 March 2019). 
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the allegorical difference or contextual space between them, he denies the authority of any final 

meaning.99 

Owens’s explicit reliance on concepts of layering, superimposition, suppression, 

oppression, stasis, and opposition refers to palimpsest production rather than to the visual 

entities that result from such processes. What he applies, in other words, is a palimpsestic 

vocabulary. In The Oxford English Dictionary, the adjective ‘palimpsestic’ is defined as 

something ‘that is or involves a palimpsest [or that] creates a palimpsest’.100 However, the 

emergent aspect of palimpsest production is flattened in Owens’s conception of allegory, where 

the comparison with the palimpsest is intended to convey a rhetoric of rupture that is 

fundamentally ahistorical. Rather than providing an emergent conception of the artwork, 

Owens’s notion of allegory involves reading the artwork in spatial terms, as a static play 

between an underlying and problematic narrative layer and a superior upper level of narrative.  

The static and hierarchical diacritical structure of Owens’s notion of allegory is 

antithetical to Benjamin’s as well as to de Man’s writing,101 and it might result from Owens’s 

attempt to separate his own postmodernist theoretical model from the totalising tendencies of 

the Greenbergian critical tradition.102  Yet by insisting on static difference as the heart of 

allegory, Owens runs the risk of replacing one totalising view with another, as Jack Wong points 

out,103 even if Owens tries to foreclose that risk by insisting on the fundamental ambiguity of 

the word ‘allegory’ itself.104 

 

 
99 Inspired by Frederic Jameson’s Marxist conception of the term, ‘allegory’ first became central to the American 
critical debate in the 1970s as an inherently political figure. However, the deconstructive turn of the late 1970s and 
1980s displaced allegory from the realm of identity politics to rhetoric, as a figure for language’s aporias and 
indeterminacies. In the context of that debate, Owens appears as a transitional figure. For while he leans on 
deconstructive theory and denies authoritative meaning, his conception of allegory rests on an identity political 
project inspired by Benjaminian Marxism. See: Elizabeth S. Anker and Rita Felski, eds., Critique and Postcritique 
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2017), 7. 
100 The Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. ‘Palimpsestic, adj.’, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/259948?redirectedFrom=palimpsestic#eid (accessed 7 December 2016). 
101 See: Day, ‘Allegory: Between Deconstruction and Dialectics’, 107–113.  
102 Wong, 2015, 37.  
103 It must be pointed out that the rupture with modernism that Owens supports through an allegorical vocabulary 
is intended to separate a postmodernist theoretical stance from what he and his October peers considered as a dated 
analytical approach: the preoccupation with medium specificity and spatial qualities associated with Greenbergian 
modernist criticism. In other words, ‘The Allegorical Impulse’ seems to be more a rejection of a certain brand of 
modernist criticism than of modernist art itself. Owens puts it explicitly in the first part of his essay: ‘Examples 
suggest that, in practice at least, modernism and allegory are not antithetical, that it is in theory alone that the 
allegorical impulse has been repressed’. So, while Owens considers postmodernist art as distinguished from its 
modernist predecessors by way of new artistic strategies that rely on ‘appropriation, site specificity, impermanence, 
accumulation, discursivity, hybridization’, the allegorical impulse itself is not restricted to the period after 1970. 
Owens, ‘The Allegorical Impulse’, part I, 69 and 75. 
104 Jack Wong, ‘Remapping the Constellation of Walter Benjamin’s Allegorical Method’, 42. 
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* 

 

Owens’s notion of allegory as marked by motionless difference is also connected with the 

overall political project that is associated with his long-time commitment to identity politics as 

a gay, male feminist. As Bruno Latour explains, identity politics’ effectiveness in achieving 

rights relies not only on the group members’ shared identification with a social category, such 

as a certain race, class, gender, or sexual orientation, but also on the group’s continuing struggle 

for differentiation from other and competing groups.105 In the case of 1970s and early 1980s 

feminism, that process of differentiation largely depended on the separation of woman from 

man, femininity from masculinity, and female from male, in order to reverse the valuation of 

these binary terms.106  

The connection between 1970s allegorical art and the contemporary feminist project 

subtly underpins Owens’s essays on allegory, which favour discussion of the shared structural 

aspects of postmodernist art. The relationship between art and feminism is however the 

principal concern of his 1983 essay ‘The Discourse of Others: Feminists and Postmodernism’. 

Feminist writers of the 1970s were generally eager to unmask patriarchal structures of otherness 

and repression by revealing the arbitrary relationship between gender categories and the reality 

they refer to.107 And that process of demystification tended to depend on Saussure’s conception 

of the relationship between the sign’s meaning and its materiality as a fundamentally arbitrary 

relationship.108 

Within a feminist context, otherness is understood as the result of how members of a 

dominant group consider other groups or individuals as alien, exotic, threatening, or inferior, 

on the basis of their racial, sexual, or cultural characteristics.109 The relationship between 

Owens’s essays on allegory and ‘The Discourse of Others’ suggests that the vertical approach 

to art that Owens associates with allegory is a form of reading that exposes how postmodernist 

artworks unmask the hidden ideologies that permeate our reading habits. This notion of 

allegorical reading as exposure implies a conception of the critic’s task as a continuation of the 

critique carried out by the work itself in a less comprehensive way, and as an attempt to wrest 

 
105 See: Latour, Reassembling the Social, 32. 
106 Deborah Weiner, ‘Dualism’, in Encyclopedia of Feminist Literary Theory, ed. Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2009), 175. 
107 Craig Owens, ‘The Discourse of Others: Feminists and Postmodernism’, in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on 
Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster (Port Townsend, WA: Bay Press, 1983). 
108 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, trans. Wade Baskin (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2011), 65–78. 
109 See: Merriam-Webster, s.v. ‘Other’, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/other (accessed 13 March 
2018). 
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hidden discursive layers from the work on the basis of a detached stance and a clinical, 

scrutinising gaze.110  

The conception of the critic’s mission as one of bringing to light critical perspectives 

that the artwork subtly contains, underpins the preference among Owens and his group of critics 

for the self-reflexive photographic appropriation art associated with the so-called ‘Pictures 

Generation’. The term refers to a group of American artists that worked with representational 

pictures, appropriation, quotation, and staging in the 1970s and 1980s, with photography as 

their preferred medium.111 

I read Owens’s essay as related to identity politics. This reading is supported by Owens’s 

application of the palimpsest as a figure of depth and static opposition, since it echoes the 

application of the same term in feminist writings within the humanities in the same period. Most 

noticeable in this respect is perhaps Gilbert and Gubar’s The Madwoman in the Attic: The 

Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (1979), where the palimpsest 

serves to illustrate the ways in which a number of nineteenth-century novels written by women 

contain repressed narrative levels, with feminist content hidden under more socially acceptable 

narratives.112  

Gilbert and Gubar’s reliance on psychoanalysis involves a ‘symptomatic’ reading that 

associates the underlying narrative with a repressed truth. Owens does, however, turn that 

valuation upside down.113 In Owens’s allegorical conception of the palimpsest, it is the upper 

level of meaning that is superior to the underlying one, since the underlying level of meaning 

is bound to express the patriarchal values of its specific historical moment. The same holds for 

Owens’s conception of the pose, which is a central motif in postmodernist art, as it is in Jens 

F. The pose is the subject of Owens’s 1984 essay ‘Posing’, where the posing subject is described 

as a figure that confirms a societal norm by assuming a role. Yet, Owens explains, the subject 

might also monitor the pose and thereby challenge its conventionality through irony. By doing 

 
110 Owens comments explicitly on the correspondence between artworks and critique, stating that allegory is in 
fact ‘the model for all commentary, all critique’. Owens, ‘The Allegorical Impulse’, part I, 69.  
111 The retrospective term ‘Pictures Generation’ is taken from Douglas Crimp’s 1977 Pictures show at the Artists 
Space in New York, which was the first show to gather the main exponents of the tendency. Central figures are 
Cindy Sherman, Barbara Kruger, Louise Lawler, Robert Longo, David Salle, Richard Prince, Jack Goldstein, and 
Sherrie Levine. 
112 Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-
Century Literary Imagination (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2000). 
113 The term ‘symptomatic reading’ is generally activated in descriptions of a critical tradition that is dependent on 
Marxist and Freudian metalanguages (see: Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus, ‘Surface Reading: An Introduction’, 
Representations 108, no. 1 (2009): 1–21). The Marxist and Freudian perspectives imply a different application of 
the spatial metaphor of depth to the one associated with Owens’s concept of allegory. Yet both traditions attest to 
a similarly detached, critical gaze, and to an approach that seeks to unmask hidden layers of meaning available 
only to the expert commentator. 
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so, he or she might add a critical level to the representation, and thus turn the pose into an 

allegory in its own right.114 

 

The palimpsestic reception of Jens F. 

The October discourse on allegory and postmodernism, and the feminist discourse that it was 

intertwined with, provides the backdrop for Collier Schorr’s early development as an artist in 

the 1980s.115 As Pictures Generation artist Richard Prince’s assistant in the 1980s, Schorr 

occupied an insider position on the scene of appropriation art, which was the tendency that the 

allegorical conception of postmodernism revolved around. She also followed Craig Owens’s 

classes at the School of Visual Arts in the early 1980s, besides working actively as a New York 

City art critic. As a result, Schorr had first-hand knowledge of the theoretical framework that 

was most intensely discussed in American art schools and -journals at the time, a framework 

which also provided the dominant conception of postmodernist art and photography.116  

Considering Schorr’s background, her decision to superimpose her own versions of a 

series of conventional feminine poses onto an appropriated catalogue reads as a call for a 

palimpsestic approach in line with Owens’s approach in his two-part essay on allegory. Jens F. 

has been the subject of numerous reviews and critical interviews with Schorr. These tend to 

rely heavily on the reproduction of principal concepts from Owens’s essays on allegory, such 

as ‘appropriation’, 117  ‘superimposition’ and ‘replacement’ (of one reading by another), 118 

 
114 Craig Owens, Beyond Recognition: Representation, Power, and Culture (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and Oxford: 
University of California Press, 1992), 212. 
115  Mira Schor et al., ‘Contemporary Feminism: Art Practice, Theory, and Activism – An Intergenerational 
Perspective’, Art Journal 58, no. 4 (1999): 26. In a short commentary, Schorr comments on the feminist 
underpinnings of her own projects: ‘I feel privileged to have gone to school at a time (School of Visual Arts, 1981–
85) when women artists were key figures. […] Feminism was everything then; it was cool and accessible, and 
women weren’t the only ones talking about it. […] Feminism was what drew me into art making – the idea that 
one could take a politic and blow it up and shout an opinion into the white cube’. Schor, ‘Contemporary Feminism’, 
26–27. 
116 Hal Foster comments on the centrality of contemporary critical theory within 1970s and early 1980s art 
discourse, stating that ‘if there was still an avant-garde, then, weirdly, it was not so much in art as in critical theory. 
If you were in graduate school at that point, the theory battles were intense and sectarian; whether you were a this, 
a that, or the other thing really seemed to matter’. Elkins, Beyond the Aesthetic and the Anti-Aesthetic, 37. 
117 Amelia Ishmael, ‘Collier Schorr: Jens F. (review)’, 2008, 
http://www.ameliaishmael.com/critiqueing/jensF.html (accessed 7 December 2016); Katherine A. Pill, 
‘Appropriating Desire: Collier Schorr’s Jens F. Series’ (Master thesis, The School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago, 2010); and Brian Curtin, ‘Signs Taken as Signs’, Contemporary, no. 88 (2006): 52. 
118  Darren Campion, ‘Collier Schorr: Acting Out’, Paper Journal, 25 November 2015, http://paper-
journal.com/collier-schorr-acting-out/ (accessed 7 December 2016) and Curtin, ‘Signs Taken as Signs’, 52. 
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(gender) deconstruction,119  ‘ambiguity’, and ‘circulating signs’.120  Repeatedly falling back 

upon dichotomously ordered concepts and social categories,121 the critics generally read Jens 

F. as an allegorical pastiche based on the combination of the traditional medium of painting and 

the postmodernist medium par excellence: photography.  

Critics have generally considered Schorr’s photobook as a structure within which two 

spatially superimposed narrative layers are statically opposed to each other. These two layers 

are Wyeth’s pictures, below, and Schorr’s pictures on top. On the basis of this binary structure, 

Jens F. is read as an attempt to denaturalise identity categories – primarily those related to 

gender and sexual orientation – by revealing them as social constructs with an arbitrary rather 

than essential relationship to reality. Furthermore, critics consider Schorr’s work to challenge 

the gaze of domination that they consider Wyeth’s portraits of Helga to manifest through his 

position as a native, male, heterosexual artist vis-à-vis the female, German resident model. This 

challenge, as the critics see it, is brought about by the opposition between Wyeth’s gaze and a 

less oppressive form of spectatorship that Schorr represents through her position as a female, 

homosexual photographer residing in Germany vis-à-vis her native, male model.122  

Even though previous readers of Jens F. obviously depend on an allegorical vocabulary, 

they do not provide extended critical readings of the work as allegory. Rather, these previous 

readers tend to resign to cursory commentaries on the work’s assumed dichotomous structure. 

Arguably, this is so, because the basic premises of Jens F. do not conform to allegory’s 

diacritical model. For example, Schorr’s palimpsest (as potentially any palimpsest, within the 

limits of its material sustainability) is not reinscribed just once, but multiple times (in fact, Jens 

F. has been inscribed so many times that the reader is now unable to distinguish when the 

different fragments were added to the catalogue). Moreover, the appropriated imagery that 

underlies Schorr’s active and creative representations of it is, at times, entirely hidden by 

subsequently added material. While Jens F. still provides an illusion of depth, this photobook 

thus works entirely on the surface level, where Schorr’s fragmentary reinscriptions make for a 

network of unstable and incoherent relationships. 

 
119  Ishmael, ‘Collier Schorr’; Dominic Eichler, ‘Distant Relations’, Frieze Magazine, March 2007, 
http://frieze.com/issue/print_article/distant_relations/ (accessed 7 December 2016); One Way Street, ‘Jens F.’, 8 
August 2007, http://bernardyenelouis.blogspot.no/2007/08/jens-f.html (accessed 7 December 2016); and Pill, 
Appropriating Desire’.  
120 Lucy Soutter, Why Art Photography? (New York: Routledge, 2013), 13 and Curtin, ‘Signs Taken as Signs’, 52.  
121  Thomas Demand, ‘Collier Schorr in Conversation with Thomas Demand’, 032c, 1 July 2008, 
https://032c.com/collier-schorr-in-conversation-with-thomas-demand (accessed 2 February 2019); Ishmael, 
‘Collier Schorr’; Shukur, ‘Artists’. Campion, ‘Collier Schorr’; and Vince Aletti, ‘Gender Blender: Collier Schorr’s 
Collage of the Sexes’, Modern Painters (February 2006): 34–37.  
122 Ishmael, ‘Collier Schorr’; Eichler, ‘Distant Relations’; One Way Street, ‘Jens F.’; and Curtin, ‘Signs Taken as 
Signs’.  
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A few critics have mentioned the destabilising effect of Schorr’s increasingly 

associative method. Interestingly, these critics generally consider the work’s resistance to being 

captured in semiotic, binary terms as an artistic failure. Brian Curtin’s review of Jens F. 

provides a particularly explicit example of this conception of Schorr’s photobook as an artistic 

failure. Curtin’s article was published under the illustrative title ‘Signs Taken as Signs’, and it 

describes Schorr’s work as an attempt to ‘comment on the challenge of historically entrenched 

codes’. Yet, Curtin continues, Jens F. ‘reveals little beyond the fact of Schorr’s pursuit of her 

objects as an anatomy of appropriation, reflecting on the “German-ness” of Jens and Helga, 

Wyeth’s subjectivity and Helga’s place within the conventions of art history’.123 Through 

appropriation, Curtin considers the work to point towards the relationship between the model’s 

identity and the artist’s subjective investments. But the problem, according to Curtin, is that 

Jens F. never falls into place as a commentary on particular oppressive conventions that are 

operative within society and the arts. And this leads him to conclude that Schorr’s photobook 

is in fact ‘more notable in terms of an ostensible failure than success’.124  

 

A palimpsestuous principle of rereading 

According to Gail Day, Owens’s allegorical framework has been integrated in general art 

criticism since the early 1980s in the form of a series of tropes and buzzwords. However, she 

continues, the application of concepts such as ‘oscillation’, ‘ambiguity’, and ‘ambivalence’ in 

subsequent writings on art tends to signal non-commitment rather than critical thought.125 As I 

see it, the reception of Jens F. exemplifies such a naturalised application of the allegorical 

framework. This application has led critics either to force Jens F. into its static, binary system 

or to dismiss the work altogether, on the basis of its resistance to allegory’s diacritical logic. 

It is true that Schorr’s chaotically entangled reinscriptions fail to conform to allegory’s 

sense of structural unity as a static, binary figure. Yet I do not consider this as a sign of artistic 

failure. Rather, I see it as an indicator of a network logic that emerges from Jens F.’s visible 

surface in and by the reader’s interaction with that surface, rather than from a static set of 

invisible features that might be hidden underneath it. On surface level, I shall argue that the 

work thus holds a sense of structural unity nonetheless, which comes out of a palimpsestuous 

principle of rereading. 

 
123 Curtin, ‘Signs Taken as Signs’, 52. 
124 Ibid. 
125 Day, ‘Allegory: Between Deconstruction and Dialectics’, 105. On the same page, Day also points out how 
intellectually lazy use of the language of postmodernist allegory ironically tends to drift into a rhetoric of the 
symbol.  
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The neologism ‘palimpsestuous’ points to the physically interweaved presence of 

otherwise unrelated texts that are entangled, competing with, and inhabiting each other on the 

level of experience. In the context of the current chapter, the use of the term signals that Jens 

F.’s structural principle is not based in the hidden depths of the palimpsest, as previous readers 

seem to think. Rather, the principle of Jens F. comes out of the visual surface that supports the 

interrelation of Schorr’s fragmentary reinscriptions in and by the reader’s interaction with the 

photobook.126  

What provides the reader with a conception of structural unity is a set of repeated poses 

that recur on the surface of Jens F.’s pages. Each of these poses appears in several clusters, 

where several versions of the same pose tend to be grouped together. The different versions of 

the same pose that appear within the same cluster contribute to the same overall effect, and they 

thus appear as a readerly unit. But the reader’s movement from one cluster to another, where 

the same pose appears again, calls for a rereading of the pose’s meaning and function in light 

of its redefined location within the overall visual network. And this form of rereading, which 

implies a structure of repetition through change, is what I refer to as a palimpsestuous principle 

of rereading. 

In Network Fiction, David Ciccoricco comments that the perception of repetition in 

emergent networks ‘is like suddenly finding a wall after wandering with arms outstretched in a 

darkened room’.127 As I see it, the visually repeated poses in Jens F. have the same effect. They 

create coherence within the photobook’s otherwise chaotic system, while simultaneously 

modulating the reader’s experience by emphasising points of particular importance: a visual 

hierarchy that is supported by Schorr’s description in the afterword of the poses as the project’s 

central feature. Thereby, the repeated poses come to structure the reader’s interaction with the 

work at large, since the inscriptions that appear alongside them in the photobook are read in 

relation to them, and the palimpsestuous principle of rereading hence comes to govern the 

realisation of the work as such. 

In the following, I shall trace one particular pose’s journey between four different 

clusters according to the palimpsestuous principle of rereading, in order to capture the pattern 

that emerges from it in and by my own realisation of the network. Given Jens F.’s reliance on 

complex visual montages, the borders of each of these clusters are generally blurred, which 

 
126 The term ‘palimpsestuous’ first appears in Channa Newman and Claude Doubinsky’s translation of Gérard 
Genette’s Palimpsestes (1982) as a translation of the French term ‘palimpsestueuse’, a term that Genette attributes 
to an unpublished manuscript by Philippe Lejeune that he read in 1980, yet that was not published until 1984. 
Dillon, The Palimpsest, 4. 
127 Ciccoricco, Reading Network Fiction, 49. 
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requires a pragmatic execution of my rereading strategy. Within each montage, the reader is 

allowed to move quite freely, but the photobook’s page numbers suggest a linear movement 

from one page to the next, and from front to back. While the photobook encourages a linear 

movement, it cannot, however, entirely control my interaction with the work. And I have thus 

allowed myself to depart from the linear structure on one occasion,128 in order to make my 

argument clearer to the reader. 

The pose in question presents the model with the head tilted downwards to the side, and 

with the elbows pointing out from the body. I could have chosen to trace one of the other poses 

represented in Jens F. Yet I have chosen this particular one because of its salient position on 

the photobook’s cover, where it appears in a photographed version and as a white cut-out figure. 

The same pose appears again within the photobook, in four clusters. Two of them do, however, 

appear conceptually continuous with one another. In the following section of this chapter, I 

shall therefore approach the pose in and by four rereadings, starting with the cover cluster. 

Each rereading describes the effect that comes out of the relationship between the 

different versions of the same poses that appear in the same cluster and from their relationship 

to visually proximate material. What I shall demonstrate is how each of these rereadings, in its 

particular way, serves a twofold purpose. On the one hand, it supports an emergent challenge 

to the allegorical conception of postmodernist art and photography that I have outlined on the 

basis of Craig Owens’s two-part ‘The Allegorical Impulse’. And on the other hand, it supports 

a similarly emergent challenge to the static, binary conception of gender identity that underpins 

Owens’s essay, and 1970s and early 1980s feminist thinking at large.129  

The two-gender system has been increasingly debated since the late 1980s by a number 

of political activists who reclaimed the pejorative term ‘queer’ as a reference to subject 

positions beyond the rigid categories of contemporary gender discourse. Around 1990, the 

scholarly field that is known as ‘queer studies’ developed from queer activism when a range of 

theorists started to question the stable and correlated conceptions of gender and sexuality.130 

Queer studies developed primarily from an American context, and it was to a large extent 

framed by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s work. Sedgwick sought to reconfigure gender as well as 

sexuality as relational and thus unstable constructs, and she urged her readers to pay closer 

 
128 My fourth rereading of Jens F. relates to visual material that appears before the material I discuss in the third 
rereading. 
129 Rita Felski, On the Limits of Critique (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2015), 78–79. 
130 Daniel Chandler and Rod Munday, eds., Dictionary of Media and Communication (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2016),  
http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy-test.uio.no/view/10.1093/acref/9780199568758.001.0001/acref-
9780199568758-e-2220?rskey=hWbCw0&result=3218 (accessed 30 November 2018). 
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attention to ‘the multiple, unstable ways in which people may be like or different from each 

other’.131 In a 1999 interview, Collier Schorr notes her admiration for Sedgwick’s writing and 

its influence on her during her formative years as an artist.132 I argue that this inspiration is 

canalised into Jens F., where it unfolds according to the palimpsestuous principle of rereading 

as a reflection on identity’s extension into a material realm. That idea, of identity as an emergent 

material figure, is what the generic name ‘Jens F.’ is emblematic of, as I shall demonstrate in 

the following. 

  

I: From hidden depths to visual surfaces 

My first reading of the pose develops from its position in the visual context where not just I, 

but most readers encounter it first. That is, from Jens F.’s cover, where the pose is seen in two 

versions.133 Below the photobook’s title, and above the artist’s name, the pose is manifested on 

the cover by the body of a male adolescent, in a colour contact print on the left and as a cut-out 

figure on the right. Other readers have tended to conceive of the reference to the underlying 

catalogue template with portraits of Helga as an ever-present condition for reading Schorr’s 

representations of her model Jens. The photographer’s representations, on the other hand, have 

been read as a commentary on the now repressed layer of pictures of Helga.134 This reading 

implies a conception of Jens F. that relies on the vertical orientation of allegorical reading, since 

the reading depends on a visual hierarchy between the seen and the hidden as well as between 

surface and depth.  

At first sight, the two figures on the cover, which are linked together by the name ‘Jens 

F.’, seem to encourage an approach to visuality in relation to now hidden layers of information. 

This assumption results from the way the photographed version on the left draws attention to 

the brightly lit landscape in the photograph’s background rather than to the model whose 

adolescent male body is covered in shadows. The same can be said of the cut-out version on 

the right, which is a silhouette in the original graphic sense of the term. That is, a featureless 

representation of a person’s outline shown against a contrasting background. 135  While 

traditional silhouette art exhibits the silhouette as a solid black figure against a white 

background, Schorr has reversed the colour scheme. She presents the silhouette as a white figure 

 
131 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
1990), 23. 
132 Schor et al., ‘Contemporary Feminism’, 26. 
133 Fig. 1.1. 
134 For more on this, go back to the section titled ‘The palimpsestic reception of Jens F.’. 
135 Silhouette art became popular in pre-photographic times, around the mid-eighteenth century, as an effective 
and inexpensive alternative to the miniature painted portrait.  
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cut into solid black cardboard, and thus as a literal crack in the cover’s surface through which 

the pose’s absent origins can potentially leak out. 

The two versions of the pose seen on the cover of Jens F. might initially be said to 

encourage a reading of the visible surface of the palimpsest in light of figures beyond it. I shall, 

however, argue that further investment in the cover figures does not confirm that approach, but 

rather exposes it as an allegorical convention that it challenges by reorienting the reader towards 

the visible figures that appear in plain view upon the photobook’s egg-white, canvas-wrapped 

cover. That canvas is perhaps the most explicit sign of the reorientation from hidden depths to 

visible surface that the two versions of the same pose support within the cover montage. Like 

modernist paintings draw attention away from represented depths to literal flatness by leaving 

patches of canvas unpainted, the fabric that covers Jens F. leads the reader’s attention to the 

surface qualities of the montage, rather than to the representative layers that are associated with 

the underlying catalogue template, of which there is no sign on the cover. 

The photobook’s title, Jens F., is printed onto a piece of paper that is subsequently glued 

onto the canvas. Instead of adding a second layer onto the canvas, to create depth, the paper 

sheet is, however, slightly immersed into it so that cover and figures are on the same visual 

level. This method enhances the montage’s surface quality, and thus its palimpsestuous 

qualities. The two versions of the pose are presented similarly and have a similar effect. Each 

is printed onto a piece of paper that is subsequently immersed into the cover. That gesture also 

‘rubs smooth’ (the etymological meaning of the term ‘palimpsest’) the potential hierarchy 

between the two figures, both visually and haptically, and presents them as two equally valid 

references for the name ‘Jens F.’, that is, for the name that appears above them, on the cover. 

On the basis of the surface perspective that the cover montage thus encourages, the relationship 

between those two versions of the same pose is what takes centre stage, rather than the 

relationship between the underlying template and the material that is added onto it.136 

 

* 

 

In contemporary parlance, the term ‘silhouette’ has been extended from its original graphic 

meaning to describe the sight or any kind of representation of a person, object, or scene that is 

 
136 I argue that Schorr’s encouragement of surface reading is a direct response to allegory’s reliance on depth. 
While Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus suggest ‘surface reading’ as general shorthand for a materialist orientation, 
I, however, consider the relationship between surface and depth in aesthetic theory to be too complex to allow the 
term to take on generality beyond my reading of Jens F. See: Best and Marcus, ‘Surface Reading’, 1–21. 



45 

backlit. This convention implies that the photographed version of the pose, which appears next 

to the cut-out on the cover montage, can also be considered as a silhouette, in the sense that it 

too is constituted by the play of light and shadow. The reader is thus encouraged to consider 

what the photograph and the cut-out silhouette, two versions of the same thing, have in 

common, an assumedly special relationship with the real. 

At the end of the eighteenth century, the physiognomist Johann Caspar Lavater used 

silhouettes to analyse facial types. As a physical trace of the person portrayed, conducted via 

light and shadow, the silhouette was considered by Lavater to be the most refined expression 

of individual personality.137 That view challenged classical aesthetics in the sense that it valued 

similarity above iconicity, much like the postmodernist photographs that October critic 

Rosalind Krauss described in the essay ‘Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in America’ (1977) 

around 200 years later. 

 Krauss associates 1970s photography with the dissolution of the artistic sign. She 

contends that photographs rely more extensively on the sign’s indexical rather than iconic 

aspects. Fellow October critic Craig Owens’s essay on allegory, which provides the other major 

model for postmodernist art, might be read as the second stage of the dissolution of the artistic 

sign that Krauss describes in her article. Yet instead of grounding the visual object in presence, 

as she does, Owens grounds the artwork in context. Rather than as an index, he henceforth reads 

postmodernist art and photography as an endless play of signifiers that eventually disassociates 

the sign’s meaning from its materiality, that is, from the particular visual object.138  

As I see it, Schorr’s point is not, however, to highlight the visual object’s condition in 

bodies or sites in the real world, or in contextual features beyond the artwork itself. Rather, she 

seeks to reroot the photographic work in the artistic act. This rerooting is expressed by the way 

in which the two versions of the pose on the photobook’s cover, as well as the photobook’s 

title, are printed onto strips of paper that can easily be ripped off. Schorr’s own name is, 

however, imprinted deep and more permanently into the white fabric that wraps the photobook. 

Thereby, the deep black letters that form the name ‘Collier Schorr’ accentuate the fact that the 

montage that appears to the reader in plain view is not a reflection of something else, but a 

particular object that is conjured up by Schorr herself out of particular, material building blocks. 

 
137 Richard T. Gray, About Face: German Physiognomic Thought from Lavater to Auschwitz (Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 2004), 342.  
138 Hal Foster, ‘Wild Signs: The Breakup of the Sign in Seventies Art’, in Universal Abandon?: The Politics of 
Postmodernism, ed. Andrew Ross (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988), 260. 



46 

Each of the shadows that playfully cover the photographed boy’s body in the left-side 

version of the pose supports my conception of Jens F. as an attempt to draw attention to the 

work’s particular visual qualities. Schorr puts it this way on page 52: ‘The shadow exists to 

show the viewer how the picture is made’. What the shadow indicates is, in other words, the 

visual artwork’s condition in an artistic act. The fact that traditional silhouette art appears 

delicately cut with fine edges, whereas Schorr’s cut-out is characterised by raw edges and lack 

of detail, indicates the same, since it accentuates the work’s handmade quality. So does the egg-

white canvas, which underscores the photobook’s quality as art.  

The visual variations characterising the two versions of the same pose on the cover take 

centre stage when I follow the indications of the work itself and focus on the visual details 

manifesting themselves in and by the palimpsestuous relationship between the cover’s surface 

and me as a reader. Thus, at this stage of the rereading process, I recognise the difference that 

it makes whether the pose is constituted by photographic technology or by a handmade cut-out; 

whether Jens is represented in colour or in monochrome white; and whether his profile is clearly 

seen, as in the cut-out, or hardly so, as in the photographed version of the pose.  

 

* 

 

In the afterword, Schorr presents gender as the primary subject of her artistic explorations. In 

that light, the two upwards-pointing arrows between the two versions of the pose – a trait that 

belongs to the contact print, yet that symbolically reads as a double phallus – indicate that the 

photograph as well as the cut-out on the cover should be read as male figures. The same is 

indicated by the way they both appear as versions of ‘Jens F.’, that is, the masculine name that 

appears above them. 

When I focus on the distinct visual qualities out of which each version of the pose is 

conjured, I do, however, experience how the media of photography and silhouette art express 

two entirely different experiences of manhood. The boy in the photograph, on the one hand, 

appears soft, sensual, and feminine. The shadows accentuate his adolescent features, such as 

the lush pink colour of his opaque pink skin, which is echoed by the photobook’s matt-pink 

endpapers. Also, the soft shape of his body parts and his slender waistline give his body a 

feminine quality. The massive, hard-edged silhouette on the right, on the other hand, is 

comparatively larger than the photographic version, and presents itself as a more conventional 

image of masculinity. 
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Previous readers have described Jens F. as an attempt to denaturalise gender identity by 

representing a man performing a set of ‘feminine’ poses.139 Yet when I read the cover, I find 

that labels such as ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ are not arbitrarily applied, but a consequence of 

the confusing yet highly concrete network of visual properties that each version of the pose 

presents to the reader’s eyes. Rather than a static figure, the pose is hence nothing but the visual 

qualities gathered in its hollow centre at the particular moment of reading, just like the 

palimpsest itself. And even the slightest change of the visual conditions of the repeated figure 

– such as the shift from photographic representation to scissor work – fundamentally alters my 

reading of the pose and thereby my conception of the represented person.  

On page 42, Schorr writes about the photographs gathered in the book that ‘[t]he fact 

that they are constructed doesn’t always imply that they are fiction’.140 In other words, that 

‘Jens F.’ is not essentially defined as the physical trace of the real person Jens, but as a reading 

of him, does not mean that Schorr’s reading is necessarily arbitrary, untrue, or cut off from 

reality. The surface qualities of the work – the particular visual properties of the representation 

– necessarily inflect on the meanings of the words and figures I apply to describe it. What a 

reading attuned to these surface qualities allows for is therefore not a conception of the pose’s 

identities as disconnected from actuality, but as closely related to it, since the pose’s gender is 

impossible to separate from the different materialities that alternatingly reveal it. 

While the silhouette of the model’s profile was traditionally considered to capture the 

meaning or essence of his or her identity in one solid form, Schorr’s reversal of the silhouette’s 

conventional colour scheme indicates that what we have on the cover is actually the opposite: 

the subject pictured as a literal void. On the cover, the pose appears as a blank sheet of paper. 

As such, the pose means nothing by itself, yet it is defined by the inscriptions that the artist has 

gathered within its outline. This mechanism implies a reading of the void not as a fissure 

through which the reader might access hidden layers of information, but as a metaphor for the 

palimpsest itself as a palimpsestuous surface network defined by what it shows rather than by 

what it hides.  

Nevertheless, the silhouette can be read as a figure for the pose’s function within the 

montaged sequences that the photobook gathers. Within Jens F., the pose works as an empty 

space that is defined by the shifting material that it gathers in plain view upon the palimpsest’s 

surface. The eponymous Jens’s last name, Fuchsloch, might be read as a humorous commentary 

on this conception of the palimpsest as a void, as well as on the pose’s similar way of 

 
139 For more on this, go back to the section titled ‘The palimpsestic reception of Jens F.’. 
140 Fig. 1.6 (recto). 
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functioning in Jens F. ‘Fuchs’, which is German for ‘fox’, refers to the red hair by way of which 

Jens is introduced in the photobook’s afterword. ‘Loch’, on the other hand, means ‘void’ or 

‘cavity’. And together, the two parts of his name suggest that the ‘Jens F.’ invoked by the 

photobook’s title refers to no one in particular, but rather to a generic figure prone to rereading, 

depending on the shifting visual characteristics of a set of repeated poses. 

 

* 

 

In the afterword, Schorr explains how she initially thought that the Jens F. project would, 

metaphorically speaking, transform her model Jens into Wyeth’s model Helga. She also adds 

that she, by that, assumed she would be allowed to ‘photograph a woman without ever having 

to show her’. The expectation that a repressed woman would surface from the palimpsestic 

depths of the photobook corresponds with how previous readers have described Schorr’s project 

as an attempt to demystify the feminine pose by combining the pictures of Helga with pictures 

of a man who performs the same poses she once did.  

What the cover montage encourages is, however, a reading that takes the distinctions 

between the two versions of the pose appearing on the photobook’s cover as point of departure, 

rather than the relationship between pictures of Jens and pictures of Helga hidden underneath 

them. But when I take the relationship between the two versions of the pose appearing on the 

cover as point of departure, I become aware of how gender is not statically associated with a 

figure, since it depends on the shifting visual qualities that the figure takes on. Thereby, it is 

revealed how ‘Jens F.’s’ gender depends on the particular material qualities that constitute him 

in the particular moment, and how the cover montage thus challenges the allegorical notion of 

gender as the arbitrary product of a more expansive social context.141 

 

II: From oscillation to ‘travel’ 

Within the cover montage, the pose’s gender was constituted on the basis of the material 

distinction between two versions of the same pose, which were juxtaposed on a shared visual 

surface. While my encounter with the cover montage challenged the allegorical conception of 

meaning as played out between a surface phenomenon and a repressed underlying structure, I 

 
141 The idea of identity as a factor of visual properties provides the subjects with the power to contribute to the 
construction of their own identity, in the sense that it is defined by what the subjects choose to wear, how they cut 
their hair, the jewellery they put on, or the makeup they choose. That political dimension is pointed to on page 45 
in Jens F., by the proximity of the words ‘mad freedom’ and ‘thing’.  
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still conceived of the work’s meaning dichotomously. That is, I conceived of Jens F.’s meaning 

as constituted on the basis of my own static oscillation between a photographed version of the 

pose on the one hand, conceived as an image of feminine manhood, and a cut-out version on 

the other, read as a conventional image of masculinity.  

My reading of the cover montage in the previous section supports the general conception 

of Jens F. as a static, binary mix marked by a symmetrical difference between two competing 

levels of meaning.142 However, such static and binary images become problematic when I open 

the photobook and reach the first section, a five-page montaged sequence titled ‘Letting her 

hair down’ (1–5).143 Here I find the pose juxtaposed with a set of other poses and with a few 

short sentences, and multiplied by twelve. Each of these twelve manifestations of the same pose 

involves a change to certain aspects of the model’s location, expression, state, or dress; the time 

of day, season, or weather; or – most strikingly, given the sequence’s title – the model’s 

hairstyle.  

The pose’s location differs too, and I find the same pose represented indoors and 

outdoors: in front of, next to, and below a window; and in different relations to a pink potted 

geranium. Even the technical aspects of the representation change, since Schorr alternatingly 

presents the pose in black-and-white and colour; in vertical as well as horizontal frames; with 

flash and natural light; in various sizes; and as contact sheets, individual prints, and cut-outs. 

At this stage of the pose’s journey, even Schorr’s adolescent male model’s body is revealed to 

be no less replaceable than the myriad non-human things and traits that alternatingly constitute 

the same pose, since I also find the pose re-enacted by the female model Kate (2 and 3).  

The density of the visual network, at this stage of the pose’s journey, disallows a stable 

readerly position or an organic conception of the montaged sequence as a whole. This 

asymmetrical instability turns reading into a matter of exploring the montaged sequence from 

my own constantly displaced position within the network, according to a palimpsestuous logic 

that does not obey the static, binary notion of difference characteristic of allegory and of 

previous readings of Jens F. Previous readers have considered this asymmetrical instability as 

a flaw on the part of the artwork,144 yet the introductory note that introduces Jens F.’s first 

sequence indicates that it is a deliberate feature included for particular reasons.  

The introductory note points out that what is important is not to articulate what you see, 

but that you see at all, and that you ‘use your eyes as well as your emotion’ (1). Thereby, the 

 
142 For more on this, go back to the section titled ‘The palimpsestic reception of Jens F.’. 
143 Fig. 1.3, 1.7, and 1.8 (verso). 
144 Again, return to the section titled ‘The palimpsestic reception of Jens F.’ for more on this. 
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note indicates that the particular difference between one version of the pose and another is less 

important than the overall effect generated by the visual play. Rather than describing every 

aspect of that play, I shall therefore outline how the reinscription of the pose works within 

‘Letting her hair down’, and the effect it generates during the act of reading. That is an effect 

of constant asymmetrical destabilisation of the pose’s gender, which makes for an emergent 

challenge to the binary conceptions of masculinity and femininity governed by allegorical 

thinking, which previous palimpsestic readings of Jens F. reiterate. 

 

* 

 

The pose appears twice on the section’s first page (1),145 both versions photographically re-

enacted by Schorr’s male model Jens. Both versions of the pose are colour contact prints that 

show him with bare chest and black pants and with his arms folded below the chest. While 

Jens’s head leans to his left in the cover representations, it leans to his right here, but the pose 

is nonetheless recognisable as the same. In the vertically oriented photograph in the upper area 

of page 1, I see him as an average teenage boy. He has defined chest muscles, wavy hair, and 

what seems like a thoughtful yet secure gaze that does not reach out to me, but rather into a 

room beyond the picture.  

In the upper photograph, Jens is seen posing in front of a window through which warm 

sunshine streams into the room and onto his shoulder. The horizontally oriented photograph 

below it shows Jens in a similar position and state of dress as in this upper photograph. Yet the 

window behind him is here almost covered by a curtain, which prevents daylight to enter the 

room. In addition, the model wears a medallion necklace in the lower photograph, as Helga 

does in the painting of which we see a fragment on the same page. The photograph on the 

bottom might have been taken the summer before the upper one was taken, since the model’s 

underarms look tanned, compared to Jens’s milky-white arms in the photograph above. And in 

the photograph in the lower part of the page, his hair looks recently cut and now straight. Also, 

baby fat softens the features of his body here, making him look younger than he does in the 

upper picture, where his hair has grown into a wavier look. These differences support the 

reading of the photograph above as one taken months after the photograph below.  

While an arms-crossed pose is often conceived of as a masculine gesture, Jens’s crossed 

arms in the lower photograph push the baby fat upwards so that he appears to have breasts. 

 
145 Fig. 1.3 (verso). 
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Breasts are a feminine characteristic that the shadows on his body serve to underscore. Since 

Jens’s crossed arms simultaneously pull his stomach fat downwards, the pose loosely references 

a pose that is commonly held by pregnant women. That is the pose we see, for example, in 

George de la Tour’s Woman Catching a Flea (ca. 1630),146 where a pregnant woman sits naked 

on a chair in a room characterised by a similar play between light and shadow, as in the lower 

picture of Jens. Like Jens, the woman in de la Tour’s painting is seated with her arms folded 

below the breasts, and above the belly. In the photograph of Jens, the dark shadows that result 

from Schorr’s flash also moulds the boy’s breasts and belly into rounded and de-masculinised 

forms, like the painter’s chiaroscuro moulds the pregnant woman’s body.  

The necklace worn by Jens in the lower version of the pose contributes to the image of 

him as a feminine man. Yet that reading is destabilised when I move on to the next page within 

the same sequence (3) and find the pose re-enacted by Kate, who is a woman a few years older 

than Jens.147 Whereas Jens was pictured with his pants on, she is naked. And although her body 

is not entirely visible, it is sufficiently visible for me to see her as a conventional image of 

femininity. Kate’s hair is long, and it rests on one of her shoulders, above a bare breast. Her 

arms are crossed in front of her, as she rests a slender hand on a similarly slender upper arm.  

The photograph of Kate interestingly changes my conception of the photograph of Jens 

in the lower part of page 1. In relation to Kate’s tenuous physique and her female attributes, 

Jens’s adolescent chest appears less feminine than it did at first, and even masculine in its 

burgeoning manhood. That masculinity is enhanced at the moment when I find myself drawn 

to the dark hair that covers his pale underarms, as a contrast to her porcelain-white arms. This 

contrast marks a destabilisation of the pose’s gender identity, which redraws the boundary 

between femininity and masculinity. As Schorr states on page 65, ‘There are always new 

emotions in going back’.148 What the pose means to me at this later stage of reading is not 

identical to my first conception of the same, given my now expanded and more complex 

knowledge of the montage. And this new meaning amounts to a trans-temporal displacement 

of gender, of which Jens’s shifting hair lengths become symbolic. 

The process of destabilisation does not, however, end here. Rereading the lower 

photograph of Jens as a masculine figure, I am suddenly drawn to the masculinity of his facial 

expression and to the ways it differs from his expression in the photograph above. Rather than 

the soft gaze I find in the upper photograph, I find Jens looking to his side here, with a stubborn 

 
146 Fig. 1.9. 
147 Fig. I.7 (verso). 
148 Fig. 1.10 (verso). 
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air that is enhanced by the tensed jaw revealed by the shadows on the left side of his face. This 

masculinisation might also have to do with the contrast between the white light in this 

photograph and the warm light that floods into the room and onto his body in the upper 

photograph. It might also have to do with the contrast between Jens’s crew-cut and his intense 

stare in the photograph below and his wavy locks and mild expression in the one above. 

Additionally, it might have to do with the way his head is tilted slightly to the side in the upper 

photograph, but not as much in the other.  

A third photograph of Jens in the same pose overlaps with the photograph of Kate on 

page 2.149 This photograph shows him with his arms behind his back instead of in front of his 

chest, and with shadows covering most of his body. He is seen inside here too, with a transparent 

curtain filtering soft light from the outside into the room and onto his back. Jens’s front is 

covered with dark shadows, and he stares insecurely to his side. Rather than a protagonist in his 

own picture, he thus appears as an object for the reader’s contemplation. This is a role 

conventionally associated with femininity. Jens’s appearance as a supporting actor rather than 

as a protagonist is also a result of his body being covered in shadows, while the natural 

landscape behind him is bathed in sunlight. 

 Exploring the photograph of Jens that overlaps with the photograph of Kate on page 2, 

my conception of Kate is suddenly transformed. While she initially appeared to me as a typical 

image of femininity, she now reads as a more conventionally masculine figure than he is, even 

though she is biologically a woman. Her eyes seem to fall calmly onto something outside the 

photograph’s frame, rather than nervously staring into the void as his do. Also, the defined 

muscles that play under the skin on her underarm appear as a more masculine trait than the soft 

features of Jens’s arms. Similarly, her position seems relaxed, compared to Jens’s position, with 

his arms drawn back into a slightly forced position. Furthermore, the portrayed woman’s profile 

and severe look read as conventional signs of masculine strength that his insecure stare and soft 

profile do not match. While Jens somehow appears as a supporting actor in his picture, Kate 

thus appears as the protagonist of hers, which is cut according to her outline, so that her evenly 

lit body fills the picture’s entire frame. 

On the same page as the overlapping photographs of Jens and Kate (2), to the right of 

both pictures, I find a small black-and-white photograph of Jens that seems like a test shot for 

the upper photograph of Jens on page 1. The details are less clear here, given the picture’s small 

scale. This lesser clarity serves to draw the reader’s attention towards the larger gesture, that is, 

 
149 Fig. 1.3 (recto). 
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to the way he, with a confident half-smile, seems to humorously restage the act of 

‘manspreading’. The term refers to the practice of sitting in public transport with legs wide 

apart, so that you take up more than one seat, a practice usually associated with men. In light 

of that figure, Kate’s body in the photograph on page 2 suddenly takes on a more feminine 

appearance again. Her crossed arms and downturned eyes now read as protective gestures in 

comparison to Jens’s spread stance and his open face, which signal a self-assured presence that 

is conventionally associated with masculinity. 

Given the complexity of the visual network Schorr presents to the reader, the game of 

displacement continues endlessly. Its effect is that it becomes practically impossible to maintain 

the distinction between masculinity and femininity, since the boundaries between them must be 

drawn again and again, depending on the reader’s position within the visual network that the 

photobook offers to the reader’s eyes. 

 

* 

 

The postmodernist notion of allegory relies on a conception of femininity and masculinity as 

already defined and opposed figures. Yet the ‘Letting her hair down’ sequence demonstrates 

that the meanings of femininity and masculinity are redefined within each situation where they 

are applied. This redefinition speaks to an emergent factor that makes it practically impossible 

to subject femininity and masculinity to allegory’s equal and symmetrical system. Rather than 

as distinct categories, femininity and masculinity must thus be considered as interlocking and 

emergent processes of subject formation. 

In the afterword to Jens F., Schorr recounts how James Baldwin’s 1956 Giovanni’s 

Room was the most important book she had ever read at 17.150 The novel tells the story of an 

American man called David, from his formative years in New York to his mature days in Paris. 

David’s journey from the United States to Europe mirrors Schorr’s travels from the United 

States to Germany, which resulted in Jens F. Yet the relevance of Baldwin’s book to Schorr’s 

photobook project, at this stage of my palimpsestuous rereading process, seems to have more 

to do with the way the novel conceptualises travel as a means for transformation. Schorr tells 

us this: 

 
Through his David, Baldwin suggested that one could travel and through 
traveling, one might be transformed into something else. And if not transformed, 

 
150 James Baldwin, Giovanni’s Room (New York: Dial Press, 1956). 
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then at least seen as something else. Photography offers this possibility of travel. 
The subject is held and then released. In the space of those many moments this 
figure is shifted. 

 

Giovanni’s Room describes how David’s manhood is constantly modified by the gazes of the 

people he meets. What I find in ‘Letting her hair down’ is how the genders of the 

photographically re-enacted poses in Schorr’s photobook are similarly redefined during the act 

of reading, on the basis of my shifting positions within the emergent network that unfolds from 

the montaged sequence.  

 My readerly experience appears similar to the one that Schorr had when she worked on 

the photobook. In the afterword, she tells us how she, during her prolonged engagement with 

the construction of her model Jens’s portrait, experienced that her initial idea of a static 

relationship between the female pose and Jens’s body broke down. Over time, femininity lost 

its intrinsic connection with the re-enacted poses. While she had expected that she would 

indirectly come to photograph a woman on the basis of the representation of a set of ‘feminine’ 

poses, ‘having found her, she [was] no longer trapped inside the female pose’, as she puts it in 

the afterword. Femininity was indeed an occasional product of the artistic process, yet it was 

never a guaranteed outcome, since the pose began to travel on the basis of Schorr’s readerly 

journey within her own book, as it does during my rereading process. 

 The photobook’s last photograph (149) provides yet another image of travel, in a literal 

as well as metaphorical sense.151 The photograph shows Jens in the backseat of a car, moving 

according to forces that he himself does not operate. The reader cannot see who is driving, and 

Schorr does not indicate where the car is going, thus allowing for a figurative conception of the 

absent driver as an image of the readers who constantly read and reread the poses that constitute 

Jens F. on the basis of their current place on the palimpsestuous path through the work. 

Interestingly, the emergent and non-telic notion of selfhood that this rereading process speaks 

to,152 which challenges the strategically rigid binarism of Owens’s allegorical framework as 

well as previous readings of Jens F., is also pointed to by Schorr’s frequent use of metaphor. 

The reason for this is that the word ‘metaphor’ is etymologically rooted in the Greek concept 

‘metapherein’, which means ‘to transfer’. As such, the word can be read as another image of 

 
151 Fig. 1.11 (verso). 
152 This emergent and non-telic notion of subject formation mirrors and revitalises Thomas De Quincey’s 1845 
notion of the self as a palimpsest. See: Thomas De Quincey, ‘The Palimpsest of the Human Brain’, in Thomas de 
Quincey: The Collected Writings, vol. XIII, ed. David Masson (Edinburgh: Adam and Charles Black, 1890), 346.  
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the emergent process of rereading or ‘journey’ that emerges from Schorr’s palimpsest as the 

enabling condition for social determination. 

 

III: From detached critique to immersed engagement 

In my previous rereading, Schorr’s repetition of the pose as a cluster within ‘Letting her hair 

down’ served a conception of Jens F. that questioned the idea of relationality as a binary process 

of oscillation. Thereby, the binary conception of relationality was replaced by an image of 

relationality as an asymmetrical process driven by the reader’s movements within the 

photobook network. In the following rereading, which departs from the multiple appearances 

of the pose in a cluster centred within the montaged sequences titled, respectively, 

‘DSCHATTENE’ (87–90) and ‘Overflow’ (91–102), as well as in a cluster centred within the 

montaged sequence titled ‘Lovers’ (133–134), the reader remains the focus.153 

Within the context of ‘DSCHATTENE’, ‘Overflow’, and ‘Lovers’, I argue that the 

reinscription of the pose contributes to an emergent challenge to another fundamental ideal of 

allegorical reading, that is, to the ideal of the critically detached reader who is capable of 

explaining the artwork in light of a certain context that the work either confirms or criticises. 

Although the question of gender runs through these sequences as well, it is more subtly alluded 

to here than in the previous two sequences, and it is therefore less central in the following than 

in the previous two rereadings. 

On page 88, following the title ‘DSCHATTENE’ in capital letters,154 Schorr has written 

a note on how she considers Wyeth’s pictures as an expression of a detached approach to the 

visual phenomenon he seeks to capture through pencil and brush:  

 
Very rarely is any contact suggested – rather he always seem [sic] to be observing 
her from some distance. There is no sense of touch or that he (inspires/aspires) 
any effect on her. He places her and she stays for what looks like forever, but she 
rarely returns his gaze. It points to an almost medical detachment. The study is 
the thing, the disease is just the opportunity to look. 

 
To Schorr, Wyeth’s pictures speak of an act of intense, analytical physical scrutiny, where there 

is no sense of contact, desire, touch, or affect between the artist and the model. Below the title 

on page 87, Schorr has left Wyeth’s own words readable: ‘a yearning to hold something’. To 

me, the brief quote speaks to Schorr’s urge ‘to write an uncontestable definition’ of Helga’s 

 
153 Fig. 1.12 and 1.13 (‘DSCHATTENE’), fig. 1.14, 1.15, 1.16, 1.17, 1.18, and 1.19 (‘Overflow’), and fig. 1.20 
(‘Lovers’).  
154 Fig. 1.12 (recto). 



56 

figure, which is associated with Wyeth’s distanced observation in Schorr’s afterword to her 

photobook. 

At one point, Schorr seems to have identified with the detached form of observation that 

she associates with Andrew Wyeth. This coincidence between the two artists is expressed 

visually by the way Schorr has inserted her own title, ‘SCHATTEN’, into his now unreadable 

title, hence forming the meaningless word ‘DSCHATTENE’ on page 87.155 In the afterword, 

she describes how Wyeth’s as well as her own project develops from a desire to ‘own’ their 

models by capturing their visible figures in final forms. Yet Schorr soon discovers that the 

representations she conjured up out of her chosen artistic means transcended her own intentions, 

as well as the visual reality she had sought to represent. 

Even when she strived to record the seen with hard-headed precision, the objects 

invoked assumed qualities that Schorr could not foresee. On page 87, she notes that 

photography had a clarity she found herself unable to escape, even if she tried. Also, she notes 

how the scissors’ sharp edges made a cut-out tracing of Helga look more like Jens than the 

actual model (89), and that her drawings consequently fail to make women look feminine 

(89).156 In short, Schorr notes that the visual outcome of her artistic practice has an agency 

beyond her control.  

Referring to some photographs in which Kate re-enacts Helga’s poses, Schorr explains 

how it was only when taking them that every picture became its own frame (94).157 When 

viewing the resulting photographs, on the other hand, materiality opened up a seductive world 

of possibilities that overflowed the context that the representation emerged from. This is an 

overflow that is visually illustrated by the way in which the cluster of the pose we find in 

‘DSCHATTENE’ spills over and into the next and tellingly titled sequence ‘Overflow’.158 

The multiple notes that Schorr has scribbled into ‘DSCHATTENE’ and ‘Overflow’ also 

point to the visual details of the work and their indeterminate, enigmatic, and seductive effects. 

Rather than providing self-reflexive explanations, the comments describe visual elements that 

seem to hold a particular fascination for Schorr, given the way she reinscribes them over and 

over. One example is ‘all this arm stretching and opening’ (96),159 which is a motif that she 

repeats multiple times in ‘Overflow’. While the photographer is obviously drawn to it, the 

 
155 Fig. 1.12 (verso). 
156 Fig. 1.13 (verso). 
157 Fig. 1.15 (recto). 
158 The drawn woman on page 98, fig. 1.17 (recto), who sensuously stretches her body within and beyond a cut-
out shape in the photograph that Schorr has pasted over the drawing, reads as a metaphor for the way in which the 
visual work’s meanings overflow the intentions behind it. 
159 Fig. 1.16 (recto). 
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reasons for this motif’s particular allure are unclear to her. ‘An obsession of repression or 

perhaps, not’ (96), she wonders.160 

Most of Schorr’s comments, however, merely point to visual details without explaining 

what they mean or why they matter. Examples of such details are the braid that falls across 

Helga’s underarm, which Schorr experiences as one of her ‘favorite moments’ (96),161 the 

brown ‘Faber-Castell India Ink’ (88),162 the ‘jump from unatral [sic] poses to natural ones’ 

(100),163 and the way Schorr for some reason perceives Helga’s naked body to be just as clothed 

as Jens’s body, although she never photographs him without his pants on (96).164 Other details 

that she points to without explaining why they matter, are the shadows that cover Jens’s lower 

body parts so that he is ‘just shadows below’ (96) and the ones that are ‘cupped in his hand’ 

(87). 165  These shadows are also the visual features that are pointed to by Schorr’s title 

‘Schatten’, the German word for ‘shadow’, which is inserted into Wyeth’s original title (87).166  

 

* 

 

Schorr’s notes and the obsessively reinscribed poses appear as traces of the unexpected desires 

that the artist’s encounters with her own representations produced in her, which she found 

herself unable to control.167 In the photobook’s afterword, Schorr notes how the photographs’ 

material agency made her quest for definition impossible, and she recognises that the work thus 

does not ultimately say much about her model Jens. However, the pose’s repetitive appearance 

does say something about the altered state of consciousness that Schorr’s experience of the 

resulting work’s complex visibility carried her into.  

What the photobook witnesses is, as Schorr puts it in the afterword, ‘the portraitist’s 

obsessive appropriation of a figure’ (my italics). That is, an immersed state of consciousness 

wherein the photographer’s ambition to capture a figure’s visual appearance in one definite 

form is replaced by a compulsive engagement in the representational process’s constantly 

 
160 The use of the preposition ‘of’ rather than ‘with’ in this sentence (96) is odd, since it presents ‘repression’ as 
the phrase’s subject. This might, on the one hand, read as a writing error, that is, as another indication of the haste 
with which Schorr made the photobook. Yet it might also read as a sign of a process that involves increasing 
desubjectivisation, because Schorr finds her work to be controlled by forces over which she has no control. 
161 Fig. 1.16 (recto). 
162 Fig. 1.12 (recto). 
163 Fig. 1.18 (recto). 
164 Fig. 1.16 (recto). 
165 Fig. 1.16 (recto) and 1.12 (verso). 
166 Fig. 1.12 (verso). 
167 The scrapbook format supports the conception of Jens F. as the outcome of desires that Schorr did not anticipate, 
given its references to deeply felt, yet conventional expressions of momentary impressions and sensations. 
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displaced now. In the afterword, Schorr describes a feverish, yet utterly desirable process of 

representation that breaks down the distinction between herself and her work. This is a state 

that she also describes as a kind of ‘seduction’ – a desire to transcend ego boundaries by 

‘slipping into the world of the other’. 

The immersed state of consciousness that Schorr points to diverges radically from the 

detached and rigidly analytical perspective that she associated with Wyeth’s approach to 

Helga’s figure at one point. Instead of his detached stance, Schorr finds herself immersed in the 

visibility that she sets out to describe. Instead of a search for definition, she thus experiences an 

embodied form of engagement attuned to what she calls ‘richness’. ‘Richness’, according to the 

photographer’s afterword, references Wyeth’s use of the term as a reference to the ‘conflation 

of earthy and bodily scents’, that is, to the intersection of the subject with a sensuous 

environment. The myriad versions of the same poses that cover each page of the photobook, 

and the violently cut figures they gather, speak to this heat and rush, which gradually came to 

govern the photographer’s engagement with the underlying catalogue. And so do the hurriedly 

scribbled notes.  

Schorr’s scribbled notes are descriptively banal (‘Drybrush looks a lot like straw. Her 

whole leg becomes a field’, 96) in a way that suggests that the immersed position the process 

of representation draws Schorr into is one of naivety, fascination, and sincerity rather than 

knowingness. When I recognise Schorr’s position as one of naïve immersion, the photographs 

of the pink potted geranium in the ‘Letting her hair down’ sequence (4–5) are brought back to 

me.168 Certainly, the geranium is a symbol of folly, stupidity, and imagination, as well as of 

matrimony and friendship,169 and this dual symbolism suggests that naivety is a factor that 

might allow subjects to enter a world beyond themselves. Yet within the context of 

‘DSCHATTENE’, that other world does not bring two subjects together, as marriage and 

friendship do, but a fascinated subject and a visually seductive artwork. 

 

* 

 

At this stage of my palimpsestuous journey through Jens F., the pose takes part in a visual play 

that reflects Schorr’s transition from a detached and analytical stance towards an immersed state 

of attention. When immersed, Schorr recognises the visual detail’s ambiguity and allows the 

 
168 Fig. 1.7 (recto) and 1.8 (verso). 
169 Flower Meaning, ‘Geranium Flower: Its Meanings & Symbolism’, 2018, 
http://www.flowermeaning.com/geranium-flower/ (accessed 20 June 2018). 



59 

indefinable fascinations and interests, and the desires they generate in her, to steer her 

engagement in the artistic process. Schorr’s description of her own transition from a detached 

to an immersed state may be read as an attempt to encourage her readers to submerge 

themselves in the visual details of Jens F. in a similar way as she once immersed herself in the 

palimpsestic process of making the photobook. An immersed and naïve readerly stance is also 

encouraged by Schorr’s combination of technically refined imagery and banal written 

comments, which invites attention to the work’s visual aspects rather than to its contents. By 

choosing Wyeth’s work as a template, that invitation is doubled, since his paintings and 

drawings are generally considered to be technically outstanding yet lacking on the level of 

content.170 

Schorr’s comments also provide a set of terms that make my own investments clearer. 

When I compare my own responses to the artist’s, and consider how they correspond, diverge 

from, or supplement hers, I become aware of the heterogeneity of any act of reading and how 

the visible allows for such a multiplicity of effects that it becomes practically impossible to 

subject it to an already-given system. Rather than seeking definitions, I thus find myself 

lingering over the shifting desires that the texture of skin, the drape of fabrics, and the play of 

light and shadow stir up in me, and I consider how my momentary dispositions and interests 

determine which elements are capable of drawing me in, even though I am often linguistically 

unable to describe these effects. What I become aware of, when I allow the photobook’s 

ambiguous visual details to work on me, is how the complexity of the visual network Schorr 

presents within ‘DSCHATTENE’ and ‘Overflow’ demands constant choices from the 

individual reader. That is, how the visual network’s complexity demands choices we make all 

the time, often without reflecting on them, and often based on indefinable interests and desires.  

What Schorr seems to encourage readers to consider at this stage of the pose’s journey 

is how the artwork always has a subjective dimension that might be difficult to grasp in words, 

yet that is important in the sense that it says something about why we read a work in a certain 

way, and why we come to approach a work in the first place. What I sense at this point is how 

the artwork does not just mirror a certain context, but how it creates a context for a process of 

reading that has the capacity to move readers beyond their own ego boundaries and into 

probable worlds that possibly challenge normative conceptions and conventionality if the 

 
170 That polarisation is reflected in art historian Robert Rosenblum’s telling response to the question of which 
twentieth-century artists he considered as the most overrated and underrated, where he nominated Wyeth for 
both categories. Henry Adams, ‘Wyeth’s World’, Smithsonian.com, 16 January 1999, 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/wyeths-world-117907877/ (accessed 11 December 2018). 
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readers allow the artwork to perform its ‘witchcraft’, which is a word that Schorr uses on page 

103.171  

The subjective and embodied dimension of the art experience is underappreciated by 

Owens, and hence within much postmodernist art criticism, whereas he favours the art 

experience’s intellectual dimension. This preference might be one reason why Owens, like so 

many other critics of his time, is drawn towards self-reflexive artworks like those of the Pictures 

Generation. On the basis of an ironic and disenchanted stance, Owens performs his analysis 

with rigid precision and, in doing so, he subjects the artwork to allegory as well as to contextual 

features that operate beyond the visual features of the work. Furthermore, if we are to judge by 

Schorr’s description of Wyeth’s artistic stance, the same ironic disenchantment that we find in 

Owens’s texts is also descriptive of Wyeth’s approach to Helga. That is, a stance that Schorr 

seems to encourage her readers to abandon in favour of an immersed approach to Jens F. 

In allegory, the specific is held to stand for general structures or meanings beyond the 

work’s visual features. But to explain these hidden forces that the work either reproduces or 

criticises, the critic cannot be a part of that same system and therefore must remain detached 

from the work. However, this approach makes the critic unable to address the artwork’s appeal, 

which is what draws people to artworks in the first place, that is, those aspects that transcend 

rationality and convention in their visual particularity. However, if we abandon the top-down 

approach characteristic of Owens’s argument, and of many previous readings of Jens F., and if 

we yield to the photobook’s particular visuality, I argue that we can recognise how the visible 

allows for such an extensive range of effects that the work necessarily resists subjection to an 

already-defined system. 	

In complex photobook networks such as that of Jens F., it is particularly important to 

consider the artwork’s multiplicity, I would say, since such networks offer the reader several 

equally valid paths through their chaotic visual landscapes. Photobook networks have no 

definite beginning or end, and the number of combinatorial options is simply too large for the 

reader to explore every one. This open-ended and complex nature turns reading into a process 

wherein readers must make constant choices based on rational consideration, yet inescapably 

also based on more indefinite feelings of interest and desire. Critics might choose to ignore 

these feelings and try to wrest a set of stable meanings from the work, or they can take the visual 

ambiguity of the work as the point of departure for a performative reading process. And Schorr 

seems to encourage us to do the latter. 

 
171 Fig. 1.21 (verso). 
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* 

 

Speaking in linear terms, the pose appears for the last time in a cluster within the sequence titled 

‘Lovers’. In this context, the pose melts together with a series of reinscriptions of a picture of 

Helga sitting alone in a dark room with sunlight falling upon her naked body from a window 

behind her. In this montaged sequence, Schorr notes that ‘lovers is a strange title for a picture 

of this woman sitting alone or it’s a proclamation’ (underscore in original) (133).172 The cluster 

somehow works as an appendix to the cluster that stretches from ‘DSCHATTENE’ to 

‘Overflow’, since it reads as a proclamation in favour of the immersed readerly stance that those 

two montaged sequences together encourage us to assume in relation to Jens F.’s visual surface. 

What Schorr seems to encourage is that we stop explaining artworks by reference to 

absent contextual features beyond the artworks themselves. Just like the lover that the title of 

Wyeth’s painting refers to, the work’s referential realm has closed and is not available to the 

persons viewing the artwork. Instead of subjecting the work to already-given figures, Schorr 

suggests that we must thus take on the position of the lover. We must allow ourselves to be 

drawn in by the work’s play of light and shadows, to be dazzled and puzzled by the enigmatic 

qualities that constantly overflow the rational explanations we set up for the work, and we must 

accept that every version of the pose provides a world of possibility that invites constant 

rereading and multiple different responses. 

Schorr seems to say that rather than seeking to ‘hold’ the artwork on the basis of semiotic 

abstractions, we must engage with it as embodied and interested readers. This brings to mind 

the sentence on Jens F.’s very first page. It states that you ‘have got to use your eyes as well as 

your emotion … art’ (1).173 Within the context of the pose’s last appearances, that phrase brings 

to mind Susan Sontag’s famous 1966 proclamation for an embodied and ‘erotic’ investment in 

the artwork, and that readers learn ‘to see more, to hear more, to feel more’.174 That reference 

supports my conception of Schorr’s work as an argument for accepting the artwork’s 

heterogeneous effects as a part of its meaning, rather than ignoring them. 

Schorr invites us to recognise that reading an artwork is to recreate the work in 

ourselves, as a translation of visual prompts to sensations, emotions, associations, patterns, and 

rhythms, all being difficult to define, yet powerfully felt. On page 96 Schorr makes this 

 
172 Fig. 1.20 (verso). 
173 Fig. 1.3 (verso). 
174 Susan Sontag, Against Interpretation and Other Essays (New York: Picador, 2001), 14. 
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comment: ‘Does repetition erase identity’ [sic]. 175  Within the context of this particular 

rereading, the note reads as a question that does not seem to regard the pose itself, but the reader: 

‘Does repetition erase identity?’ The answer suggested is that – yes, repetition does ‘erase 

identity’, at least if we allow ourselves to yield to the thing seen rather than imposing a grid of 

knowledge onto it.  

If previous readers of Jens F. had done exactly that – if they had accepted the 

photobook’s sociability, and thus its agency, as a necessary and even productive condition for 

the process of reading – they would have noticed what they now ignore. That is, they would 

have noticed the emergent challenge that Schorr’s constant reinscription of the pose makes to 

the allegorical paradigm that dominated postmodernist critique at the time of the photobook’s 

making and that perhaps does so even today.176 

Only if we allow ourselves to read Jens F. from an immersed, rather than detached 

position are we able to capture the constructive dimensions of the work and those moments 

when it transcends conventionality and shows us something that we have not seen before. From 

an immersed position, readers might thus grasp those moments when the photobook takes on a 

political function, in Rancière’s sense of the term, by representing a world that unfolds 

according to other principles than those we are currently familiar with.177 In the forthcoming 

and last rereading of Jens F., it is, however, the more conventional notion of politics as a 

question of empowerment and disempowerment that is tackled. 

 

IV: From politics of otherness to politics of interconnection 

Craig Owens’s postmodernist approach to art is rooted in the palimpsestic distinction between 

man and woman, as well as in the idea that power is something one either has or does not have 

within a given social context. In Owens’s writings, this rhetoric of rupture and otherness serves 

identity politics and hence his attempt to reverse normative valuations of gender.178 In previous 

readings of Jens F., Owens’s dichotomous conception of gender politics does, however, seem 

to have congealed into a general truth concerning the power relationship between men and 

women. 

 
175 Fig. 1.16 (recto). 
176 The claim that the allegorical paradigm dominates postmodernist critique is supported by Anker. She states that 
allegorical reading is characteristic of ‘critique’, which is a dominant genre within humanist studies. Elizabeth S. 
Anker, ‘Why We Love Coetzee; or, The Childhood of Jesus and the Funhouse of Critique’, in Critique and 
Postcritique, eds. Anker and Felski (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2017), 191. 
177  Jacques Rancière, Disagreement: Politics and Philosophy, trans. Julie Rose (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2004), 28–30. 
178 For more on this, return to the section titled ‘The allegorical conception of the palimpsest’. 



63 

Previous readers of Jens F. generally read Schorr’s photobook as an attempt to substitute 

a male gaze with a female gaze.179 That is, they read the work as an effort to replace the native, 

male, heterosexual painter’s allegedly disempowering form of spectatorship with the resident, 

female, homosexual photographer’s empowering form of spectatorship. Yet I shall argue that 

the sequence’s visual play (79 –86),180 which the pose takes part in below the title ‘On her 

knees’, questions the dichotomous notion of gender politics that this reading relies on, a notion 

which is characteristic of allegorical readings of postmodernist art. 

On page 80 in Jens F., one of Wyeth’s paintings of Helga is juxtaposed with two 

photographs of Jens.181 In each photograph, Jens performs the pose that I study in this chapter 

in ways that seem to confirm the idea of empowerment as disempowerment’s absolute other. 

In the painting, Helga is seen naked, on her knees on a bed with her hands behind her back, as 

if cuffed. Underneath the picture, Schorr has written by hand, ‘She is there, but unmoved’, 

suggesting that the female model is the passive party in her relationship with the painter, and is 

forced into that position by his authority. That reading is supported by the way in which Helga’s 

body is slightly turned towards the painter, while her face is seen in profile, as if offering herself 

to the painter as an object for his visual dominance. 

The two photographs of Jens on the same page of the photobook (80) reverse the 

distribution of empowerment and disempowerment between the artist and the model. While 

Jens’s poses are similar to Helga’s, it is also possible to read them as versions of the pose that 

I am tracing through the overall work, though photographed from a slightly greater distance 

than before. In the photograph on the left side of the page, Jens actively turns his eyes towards 

the photographer and thereby upon the reader. In the photograph on the right, we see him with 

only one arm behind his back, as the other hangs down alongside his body. This second 

photograph does not provide any associations to handcuffs, as the Helga painting did. And while 

Helga is naked, Jens wears pants in both photographs, which signals a sense of privacy she is 

not allowed.  

Neither of the two photographs on page 80 supports a similar sense of studied 

disempowerment as Helga’s picture does. While Helga appears as a disempowered object in 

her picture, the boy appears as an empowered subject in both of his, thus confirming the binary 

conception of man and woman, empowerment and disempowerment that previous readers have 

recognised in Jens F. A binary reading of the project also seems to be invited by a small 

 
179 For more on this, go back to the section titled ‘The palimpsestic reception of Jens F.’. 
180 Fig. 1.22, 1.23, 1.24, and 1.25.  
181 Fig. 1.22 (recto). 
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photograph on page 85, which shows only Jens’s bare legs. 182  Underneath it, Schorr has 

scribbled ‘de’castiglone’ [sic]. The note refers to nineteenth-century Italian aristocrat Countess 

de Castiglione, who posed for imperial photographer Pierre-Louis Pierson over four decades, 

from the mid-1800s. 

Most notable among Pierson’s approximately 700 pictures of Countess de Castiglione 

is a set of photographs that shows only her bare legs.183 These photographs were brought to the 

forefront of postmodernist discourse through Abigail Solomon-Godeau’s now canonical 

feminist reading of them in the 1986 essay ‘The Legs of the Countess’.184  In the article, 

Solomon-Godeau argues that the countess sought to overcome the binary logic through which 

society repressed a woman by considering her to be the passive, objectified counterpoint to a 

man’s active subject position.  

Solomon-Godeau claims that the countess attempted to seize power by actively taking 

control of the camera’s representation of her. However, she continues, the countess ended up 

confirming her own disempowerment by reproducing the patriarchal scopic regime’s feminine 

tropes: 

 
The masks, the disguises, the postures, the poses, the ballgowns, the display of 
the body – what is the countess but a tabula rasa on whom is reflected a 
predetermined and delimited range of representations? And of what does her 
subjectivity consist if not her total absorption of them, her obedience to a scopic 
regime which inevitably undercuts her pretended authority as orchestrator of the 
look? It is in this sense that the photographs of the Countess de Castiglione are 
finally so troubling.185 

 
Solomon-Godeau claims that the countess had incorporated the male gaze and thus the binary 

conception of woman as man’s other to such an extent that she was ultimately unable to reject 

it. Although Solomon-Godeau is critical of how a binary logic represses divergent subject 

positions, the author herself does, however, contribute to the maintenance of the diacritical 

system of thought by considering power as a property that one either has (man) or does not have 

(woman). For Solomon-Godeau, power is, in other words, a property that can be distributed 

only as a whole, from one person to another.  

Within the context of the montaged sequence titled ‘On her knees’, I argue that Schorr’s 

subtle reference to ‘The Legs of the Countess’ becomes the point of departure for an emergent 

 
182 Fig. 1.25 (verso). 
183 Fig. 1.26. 
184 Abigail Solomon-Godeau, ‘The Legs of the Countess’, October 39 (Winter 1986): 65–108. 
185 Op. cit., 105. 
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challenge to Solomon-Godeau’s binary conception of power, which mirrors that of Craig 

Owens’s feminist essay. That challenge relies on Schorr’s demonstration of identity’s 

palimpsestuous dimension, which makes for a constant intertwinement of gender with a shifting 

range of other identity-constituting factors. That intertwinement makes it impossible to 

maintain a dichotomous distinction between the male model and the female photographer, and 

thus to consider power distribution as a rigidly binary process. 

 

* 

 

The sequence title, ‘On her knees’, with its associations to submission, introduces the subject 

of power. That subject is also explicitly addressed by the two versions of the pose numbered 

‘1’ and ‘2’. The two versions of the pose accompany each other on page 86.186 Underneath 

them, Schorr has written in black ink: ‘Did she just give herself over to him? A’s remind me of 

photography, because often they are so “lit”. Here, in 1 he is covered in shadow’s [sic]. It gives 

him the sense of choice, to come out or stay behind. 2 is interrogation [emphasis in original]’.187 

The written remark points to the way in which the material quality of light influences Schorr’s 

reading of the twice-depicted pose as, respectively, empowered and disempowered. 

When light is withdrawn, in photograph number 1, I see Jens as being in control of his 

own image. But the harsh light that Schorr’s flash projects onto his body in photograph number 

2 seems to force the model into view in much the same way as interrogators force their suspects 

to reveal their secrets. Schorr’s use of the term ‘gives’ suggests that his expression of 

empowerment or disempowerment does not come from him at all, but from the photographer’s 

manipulation of photographic technology. The palimpsestuous juxtaposition of the two 

photographs thereby serves to question whether the position of the model can be seen as a 

position of empowerment at all. The reason for this questioning is that power, in this context, 

is read as a visual feature given to him in and by the artist’s manipulation of photographic 

technology, light and shadow. 

My conception of Schorr’s representation of Jens as a disempowered figure is, however, 

destabilised by another comment on the same page (86). The note is written in a different colour 

below photograph number two, where we see Jens’s body lit up by the camera’s flash. Schorr 

notes: ‘Jens has a girlfriend now and he looks so different – almost younger, yet much more 

graceful, like he understands how his body is supposed to be And [sic] what affect it can elicit’ 

 
186 Fig. 1.25 (recto). 
187 In this context, ‘A’s’ probably stand for ‘aquarelles’, one of Wyeth’s preferred media. 
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(86). This other note suggests that the model might not be entirely prone to Schorr’s whims and 

intentions, and that the pose is also to a certain extent directed by the model. 

Schorr’s comment suggests that Jens’s sexual awakening has provided him with the 

means to control the way other people react to his body, even when his girlfriend is not present. 

Interestingly, this power comes from his ‘grace’, a passive feature that is traditionally associated 

with disempowerment and with woman. Yet in the context of page 86, that feature is 

rearticulated as a male position of empowerment, since grace now reads as a quality that 

provides Jens with a sense of erotic power through which he controls not only his girlfriend’s 

responses, but also the artist’s. 

The reading of Jens as an empowered subject is supported by Schorr’s description of 

one of their modelling sessions, which resulted in several photographs reproduced on pages 130 

and 132, where he flirtatiously glances at her from behind a transparent veil.188 Schorr notes on 

page 130:  

 
The veil covers all signs of Jens’ masculinity. He looks so beautiful, softened, 
suddenly coy, because he is looking out from behind something. He is more 
framed, more a captive, quieter. When he pulls back the curtain (#10) his eyes 
reveal a fantasy, but I don’t know what it was.  

 
Jens appears to Schorr’s eyes as a passive and beautiful object. Yet this perception does not 

imply a position of disempowerment. Instead, it turns him into a visual enigma that the artist 

desires to solve, yet that she cannot, which provides Jens with the power of seduction.  

Jens’s position of power is strengthened by the fact that he has an erotic relationship 

with a girl, rather than with another boy, since it allows him to be seen as part of the heterosexual 

majority of Western contemporary society. Schorr, on the other hand, cannot take part in that 

community. Many of the comments she has written into the photobook subtly reveal that she is 

in a homosexual relationship with a woman named Monica, to whom the photobook is 

dedicated, and is thereby in a non-hegemonic position in relation to Jens’s heterosexual 

position. Nevertheless, his graceful body does provoke interest in her, which suggests that 

homosexuality and heterosexuality might ultimately not be entirely distinct categories.  

In the same way as the distinction between homosexuality and heterosexuality thus blurs 

within the montaged sequence that follows the title ‘On her knees’, so does the difference 

between man and woman. This blurring is due to Schorr’s use of the term ‘grace’ to describe 

Jens, which assigns a passive quality to his male physique, a quality traditionally associated 

 
188 Fig. 1.27 (recto) and 1.5 (recto). 
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with the female body. Schorr’s first name, Collier, on the other hand, is a traditional boy’s name 

that means ‘coal miner’. Coal mining is an active and typically male occupation. And within 

the context of ‘On her knees’, it is hence Schorr rather than Jens or Helga who appears to me 

as most similar to the photographer’s nephew Herbert, who is pictured on page 84.189  

Herbert’s hair is cut short, he has whiskers, and he wears a blue, chequered lumberjack 

shirt while he leans back on a sofa with his arms stretched out to each side on the sofa’s backrest. 

His appearance is one of conventional masculinity drawn slightly too far, as if adolescently 

eager to prove his manhood to the world, to the photographer, and possibly also to future readers 

of her photobook. Herbert’s pose distinguishes him from Jens, who appears on the same spread 

in photographs that accentuate his soft, pink skin, wavy hair, and his serious and perhaps even 

tormented face, some of them showing him wearing a necklace. The distinction between Jens 

and Herbert is, however, not absolute, since the photograph of Herbert also brings Jens’s 

adolescent manhood into view by mirroring a photograph of Jens on page 80.190 This is a 

photograph where Jens poses with a more confident look, without his shirt on, in a typical 

teenage boy’s bedroom with walls covered with skateboard posters.  

Schorr describes Herbert as her ‘nephew’. And since Herbert and Jens are of the same 

age, Schorr is thereby associated with an older generation than that of her model, thus 

suggesting a power dimension that strengthens the authority that she already possesses as the 

artist who controls his picture. As the artist, Schorr has a position of power that she actually 

takes advantage of by putting Jens in a position highly uncomfortable to him (84), given its 

references to homosexual intercourse. The photograph shows Jens bending forward upon a bed 

and resting his body’s weight on his outstretched arms. A note reveals that Herbert was meant 

to video tape this shot, but that he ran late and missed it. Jens was glad that he did, Schorr adds, 

for even imagining the other boy’s presence in the room while he posed for this shot made Jens 

feel uncomfortable, a sensation visible as a red rash on his cheeks.  

In the same note (84), the photographer recounts that she consoled Jens by saying that 

‘it won’t look like what it feels like’, whereupon he answered that he hoped she was right. Yet 

below that comment, Schorr adds this other one: ‘But I know it does – it looks like what is’. 

The note suggests that the artist intentionally directed his body so that it would express 

homosexuality, although he told her that he hoped it would not. Thus, the artist exerted her 

power as his image’s director. Yet as an image of a non-normative form of sexuality, Jens does 

not become Schorr’s inferior, but rather the artist’s equal as another sexual outsider. 

 
189 Fig. 1.24 (recto). 
190 Fig. 1.22 (recto). 
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The homosexual associations of Jens’s pose in the photograph on page 84 provide him 

with a non-normative masculine appearance in relation to Herbert’s conventional kind of 

manhood. Yet this non-normative appearance does not turn Jens into a feminine figure, at least 

not if his photograph is considered in relation to the photographs of Jens’s sister Lena on pages 

79 and 81.191 Both photographs of Lena show the back of her upper body. She wears a white, 

girly T-shirt with loops on each arm in both photographs, and her long blond braids and fair 

skin turn her into an incarnation of Germanity.  

As Schorr comments on page 21: ‘To look at Lena is to look at Helga and understand 

how representative of something supremely German she was’.192 As representations of a figure 

that incarnates Germanity, the photographs of Lena appear as pendants to the photographs of 

Jens in a cornfield, with dark brown peasant’s trousers (83).193 As natives of the country in 

which Schorr resided only temporarily, the siblings were in a position of power in relation to 

the artist, whose foreignness is expressed particularly explicitly by the spelling errors that crop 

up every time Schorr attempts to add a German expression to her palimpsest.194  

A descriptive commentary that simply reads ‘Durlangen – dried out stream behind 

campfire’ (82) does, however, complicate the power relationship between Schorr and her 

models that is based on the artist’s position as a foreigner.195 The note brings to mind the way 

in which the United States, Schorr’s home country, defeated Germany by bombing Jens’s home 

region of Schwäbisch Gmünd in order to end the Second World War. That history is subtly 

referenced throughout the photobook by photographs of German and American military 

uniforms. While Schorr is a foreigner in Jens’s native Germany, those photographs indicate that 

she is also a citizen of the country that defeated Germany in the Second World War, which 

provides her with the winner’s power.  

Schorr’s family name indicates that the question of national heritage is, however, more 

complex than a matter of native/resident and occupier/occupied, since the artist’s last name 

suggests that she is a descendant of German Jews. That religious status is confirmed by the 

photobook’s afterword, where the photographer tells us that she read Primo Levis’s Survival in 

Auschwitz as a form of self-imposed punishment for her travel to Germany, which she 

 
191 Fig. 1.22 (verso) and 1.23 (verso). 
192 Fig. 1.28 (verso). 
193 Fig. 1.24 (verso). 
194 One example is the book’s frontispiece, where Schorr has written ‘Letzer Tag’ instead of ‘Letzter Tag’, which 
means ‘Last day’. 
195 Fig. 1.23 (recto). 
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conducted despite having read the Jewish essayist Cynthia Ozick’s argument on why Jews 

should never go there.196  

As a Jew, Schorr represents the powerless victims of the Second World War, while Jens 

– whose first name is typically German – becomes a representative of the nation that executed 

violent power so as to erase the Jewish people altogether. However, these positions of 

disempowerment and empowerment are as unstable and complex as all the other positions of 

disempowerment and empowerment consecutively suggested during the act of rereading Jens 

F. As it turns out, the name ‘Jens’ is derived from the Jewish name ‘Ioannes’, which means to 

be kind or to show divine grace. Those etymological roots indicate that the boy in the 

photographs is not considered here as an inheritor of the German guilt from the Second World 

War, but as a gracious figure who, by resisting the desire to execute power, soothes the wounds 

the war left on the Jewish population. Ironically, that position, which redefines grace as a 

capacity to withhold violence, might be considered as a position of power. 

 

* 

 

Contemplating the montaged sequence that follows the title ‘On her knees’, I see how the visual 

network that the pose takes part in here, alongside multiple other poses, disallows a rigid 

distinction between a position of empowerment and a position of disempowerment. At this stage 

of the palimpsestuous rereading process, I thus see how the social ties that connect the artist 

with her model are constantly reforged within a wider social network that makes Jens’s and 

Schorr’s gender identities increasingly difficult to distinguish from other dimensions of their 

identities, such as sexual orientation, age, nationality, and religion. 

On page 79, Schorr provides a quote from the American essayist and novelist Gore 

Vidal’s 1948 war novel, The City and the Pillar: A Novel: ‘The moment was strange … There 

was no longer solidity, all things merged, one into the other’ (underscore in Jens F.).197 The 

quote is taken from the first chapter of Vidal’s novel, which describes the protagonist, Jim 

Willard, stranded alone at an after-hours bar. The paragraph in question refers to how an 

extensive intake of alcohol causes a sudden reorientation of Willard’s perceptive faculties, 

making him incapable of distinguishing between the people and things that surround him.198 

 
196 Survival in Auschwitz: If this is a Man is the English translation of Primo Levi’s Se questo è un Uomo (Torino: 
Giulio Einaudo Editore, 1947). Cynthia Ozick, ‘Why I Won’t Go to Germany’, Harper’s (February 1989): 16–19.  
197 Fig. 1.22 (verso). 
198 Gore Vidal, The City and the Pillar: A Novel (New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., Inc., 1948). 
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This was a ‘strange moment’ indeed, since no particular figure took on primary significance or 

interest for him. Instead, Vidal tells us, each figure merged with everything else before his eyes, 

like the layers of Schorr’s palimpsest before the readers’ eyes.  

The reference to The City and the Pillar does not just provide another image of blurred 

distinctions. The quote also speaks to a fluid conception of manhood as the palimpsestuous 

result of the subject’s navigation within a network of social ties and roles. That dynamic and 

intersectional notion of selfhood is mirrored by Vidal’s own life and writings, which are 

characterised by a fundamental disapproval of categorisation. Though he was born into high 

society, Vidal never conformed to the expectations met by most children of his class. And 

though he lived with a male partner, he refused to accept the concept ‘gay’, which he considered 

as a violently restrictive term. Vidal also argued against the strict border politics of his native 

country and chose to live his life as a cosmopolitan, in his last years as an expatriate to Italy. 

Furthermore, he considered monotheism as ‘the greatest disaster ever to befall the human 

race’. 199  And throughout his life, Vidal argued that ‘to be categorized is, simply, to be 

enslaved’,200 since he felt that it reduces the fluidity of intertwined existence.  

In Vidal’s 1995 autobiography, Palimpsest: A Memoir, the constantly reinscribed 

canvas becomes an image of his notion of selfhood as the emergent result of the subject’s 

encounters with people and places.201 Rather than introspection and a revelation of hidden 

agendas, motifs, and causes, Vidal’s memoir provides the reader with a string of anecdotes that 

suggest numerous different selves, ‘some more real than others’, 202  which all, however, 

integrate in Vidal’s name. Vidal’s work thus appears as the mirror image of Schorr’s photobook, 

which appears similarly as an image of the author’s discontinuous self, shaped by the multiple 

encounters between herself and her models over a five-year period. And these various 

encounters, I argue, are what the name ‘Jens F.’ refers to.203  

Below the section title ‘On her knees’ (79–86), 204  the pose feeds into Schorr’s 

investigation of the power relation between herself and her model, Jens. This investigation 

allows for a reflection on how the subject’s intertwinement with other subjects destabilises the 

 
199 Gore Vidal, ‘Letter from Gore Vidal to Warren Allen Smith, 1954’, in Warren Allen Smith, Who’s Who in 
Hell: A Handbook and International Directory for Humanists, Freethinkers, Naturalists, Rationalists, and Non-
Theists (New York: Barricade Books, 2000), 1139. 
200 Judy Wieder, Celebrity: The Advocate Interviews, vol. I (Los Angeles: Advocate Books, 2001), 127.  
201 Gore Vidal, Palimpsest: A Memoir (New York: Random House, 1995), 6. 
202 Ibid. 
203 The comparison between Vidal and Schorr suggests the fulfilment of Schorr’s childhood dream of becoming 
Vidal, which she recounts in a 2014 interview. William van Meter, ‘When Fashion Becomes Art’, The New York 
Times, 12 March 2014, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/13/fashion/when-fashion-meets-art.html?_r=0 8 
(accessed 9 March 2017).  
204 Fig. 1.22, 1.23, 1.24, and 1.25. 
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idea of power as an entity that is distributed as a whole. In my fourth rereading of the pose, 

Schorr’s work suggests that subjecthood is constituted within a wider, palimpsestuous network 

of social relationships, and that gender identity is intertwined with a series of other identity 

categories and roles. This intertwining makes it difficult to maintain an absolute distinction 

between the artist and the model, and consequently to distinguish between positions of 

empowerment and positions of disempowerment. And this difficulty suggests that power might 

not necessarily befall just the one, and not the other, and that two persons can share it. 

 

* 

 

Everyone is inscribed in several identity discourses simultaneously. Yet which discourses we 

are inscribed in, and how we are inscribed in them, blurs over time. This blurring is what I 

experience when I encounter the pose in the montaged sequence that is titled ‘On her knees’, 

where I find that the social gender of Schorr’s representation of Jens becomes increasingly 

difficult to distinguish from its other aspects. At this stage of the palimpsestuous rereading 

process, the pose I have traced through Jens F. becomes similarly difficult to distinguish from 

all the other poses appearing alongside it in the same sequence. On the one hand, this blurring 

reads as a metaphorical image of the imploding identity categories that unfold from the ‘On her 

knees’ sequence. Yet on the other hand, the blurring of the distinctions between the pose I trace 

and these other poses exhausts my own tracing of the particular pose’s journey, thus ending my 

investigation of the contour that unfolds from the pose first represented on Jens F.’s cover. 

 

Concluding remarks 

Schorr’s afterword opens with a passage from Henry James’s 1888 novella The Aspern 

Papers.205 The passage quotes the story’s narrator and protagonist, a biographer who pries into 

the life of the dead American poet Jeffrey Aspern: 

 
I had invoked him and he had come; he hovered before me half the time, it was 
as if his bright ghost had returned to earth to assure me he had regarded the affair 
as his own no less than as mine and that we should see it fraternally and fondly 
to a conclusion. 

 

 
205 Henry James, The Aspern Papers, Louisa Pallant, The Modern Warning (London and New York: Macmillan 
Co., 1888). 
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The quote demonstrates that the biographer conceives of his image of ‘Jeffrey Aspern’ as the 

result of a collaboration between him and his subject, that is, since the latter’s image emerged 

from the biographer’s interaction with the written material Aspern left behind when he died. In 

the context of my own interaction with Jens F., I read the paragraph as a reference to the 

similarly collaborative endeavour that shaped my own idea of ‘Jens F.’. While Jens’s image 

was realised in and by my readerly engagement with the photobook, it was also inescapably 

premised on the palimpsestuous principle of rereading that Schorr had already implanted into 

the visual object, and thus on her endeavour as much as on my own.  

 In this first chapter of my thesis, I have outlined four rereadings of a pose that reappears 

multiple times during my interaction with Jens F., according to a palimpsestuous principle of 

rereading inscribed into the work’s visual structure. By tracing that four-stage journey, I have 

delineated one of the multiple contours that constitute Jens F.’s network structure. While the 

network’s other contours are hence left unexplored, I contend that their unfolding is premised 

on the same palimpsestuous principle that governs the contour I have explored here, and that 

the pattern I outline in the current chapter is thus generalisable to the overall network.  

In the present chapter, I have shown how the pattern that provides Schorr’s work with 

structural unity carries an emergent challenge to the allegorical conception of postmodernist art 

and the two-gender system it sustains. Allegorical reading implies a vertical conception of the 

artwork, a static notion of difference, a critically detached mode of reading, and a dichotomous 

conception of gender identity. What I have shown by reference to my own rereading process is, 

however, that Jens F. gradually induces a perceptual reorientation from the allegorical approach 

towards a network perspective.  

Over time, my attention was thus drawn towards the web of latent relationships that the 

work’s visible surface supports, towards the asymmetrical instability of meaning that follows 

from my constantly displaced position in relation to the artwork, towards the values of an 

immersed form of engagement, and towards the problems inherent to the two-gender system 

that allegorical reading supports when it comes to the question of power.  

The palimpsestuous principle that structures Jens F. encourages readers to consider 

Schorr’s entangled inscriptions in relation to the strings of repeated poses that criss-cross within 

and across Schorr’s photobook, and to pursue a linear axis of orientation according to the pages’ 

numbers. However, the photobook can only suggest and not entirely control the reader’s actual 

movements within it, as my diversion from the indicated linear axis of orientation demonstrates. 

This diversion speaks to the subjective level of agency implied by photobook rereading, which 

is the focus of the thesis’s next chapter, on Nan Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual Dependency.   



 

II 

 

MNEMONIC RECOLLECTIONS 

Nan Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual Dependency 
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Nan Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual Dependency (1986) describes the photographer’s life in 

New York in the 1970s and 1980s, showing how she and her bohemian friends were constituted 

as subjects and group using devices such as radios, TVs, telephones, board games, drugs, and 

alcohol.206 In the context of Goldin’s work, these tools might be considered as prostheses in the 

sense that they extend the subjects’ natural sensory capacities into their social, physical, and 

cultural environment. And in the self-authored introduction to The Ballad, Goldin explicitly 

describes the photobook in similar prosthetic terms.207  

Goldin developed the photobook to store her past experiences more permanently than 

what her own natural memory had proven capable of, and as a means to remember social 

situations she shared with her friends and family when she photographed them. In this sense, 

the photobook reads as an attempt to establish an extended memory, in the traditional sense of 

memory as a system for storage and retrieval of past events.  

Previous readers have implicitly accepted Goldin’s conception of The Ballad as a stored 

version of the photographer’s past by considering the work in light of the historical moment 

that produced it. The problem with reading Goldin’s work in light of a referential realm beyond 

it is, however, that the reader’s central role in the production of The Ballad’s meaning is 

discarded. To understand how Goldin’s work unfolds as a structural unity, I thus argue that it 

is crucial to consider the work’s readerly dimension, which I attempt to do in the current 

chapter. 

Each of the photographs in The Ballad is enmeshed in a web of intervisual links that 

connects it to several of the photobook’s other photographs. This structure implies that readers 

are constantly reminded of photographs they contemplated earlier in the reading process, when 

they encounter links that connect their current perceptions to previous ones. Given the 

photobook’s reliance on the reader’s turning of pages, readers are allowed to act on these 

memories by actually returning to the remembered photographs. However, readers are not likely 

to return to photographs that did not interest them, whereas they tend to return repeatedly to 

photographs that fascinated them.  

Particularly fascinating photographs thus become nodes that the reader reread multiple 

times during his or her interaction with The Ballad. Yet these strings of rereadings do not 

provide ever more refined conceptions of the remembered photographs, since each return to a 

 
206 When nothing else is indicated, references to The Ballad of Sexual Dependency refer to the 1996 edition. Nan 
Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency (New York: Aperture, 1996). For practical reasons as well as for 
variation, I shall alternatingly refer to The Ballad of Sexual Dependency by its full title and just as The Ballad. 
207 The photograph on this chapter’s front page is taken from Nan Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 117. 
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previously seen photograph implies a reconfiguration of that same photograph’s meaning in 

relation to the reader’s current position within the photobook. This reconfiguration provides 

The Ballad with an emergent dimension that the conventional conception of the work, in terms 

of storage and retrieval, does not take into account, yet that I seek to capture by reference to 

Henri Bergson’s durational notion of memory. Bergson does not consider memory in terms of 

mimetic reproduction, but rather considers it as a process that reconfigures the past in light of 

the perceiving subject’s present. 208  And this conception underlies the present chapter’s 

articulation of The Ballad’s mnemonic principle of rereading. 

In the chapter’s final section, I trace my own encounters with the photograph that I 

remembered most frequently during my own interaction with the work. Other readers will 

probably remember other photographs by Goldin more clearly than the one that came to 

dominate my interaction with The Ballad. Yet I argue that the mnemonic principle of rereading 

is generalisable to the network as a whole. Other readers might thus perceive the same structural 

pattern as the one that I outline here, even if they are drawn to different photographs than I am. 

And what that pattern supports is, I contend, a reflection on identity’s social dimension, which 

ties The Ballad’s multiple latent meanings together as a unity. 

The chapter unfolds according to five loosely defined stages. First, I shall provide a 

detailed description of The Ballad in terms of its material and conceptual properties. Second, I 

shall discuss the paradoxical relationship between Goldin’s traditional notion of memory as 

storage and retrieval and her prosthetic notion of selfhood. Third, I shall discuss how previous 

readers have implicitly accepted Goldin’s notion of The Ballad by reading the work in light of 

a referential realm beyond it. This habit implies a disregard for the photobook’s emergent 

aspects, a disregard which comes out of the mnemonic principle that I, four, outline by reference 

to Bergson. This same principle also provides the basis for the chapter’s fifth part, where I trace 

my repeated encounters with ‘Roommate, New York City 1980’ (38),209  and thus outline 

consecutive readings of the social situation it represents.210 

 
208 Bergson, Matter and Memory, 136. 
209 Throughout the chapter, the photographs in The Ballad are regularly referred to by page numbers set in 
parentheses in the main text. 
210 The paths I traced through Jens F. relied primarily on expressive connections between the visual figures in the 
photobook. The paths that twist and turn through The Ballad, on the other hand, rely more heavily on narrative 
connections between the photographs in the photobook and, to a certain extent, beyond it. 



76 

The photobook and its backstory 

Nan Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual Dependency was co-edited with Suzanne Fletcher,211 

Marvin Heiferman, and Mark Holborn, and designed by Keith David.212 It was first issued by 

Aperture in 1986, with new editions in 1996 and 2012.213 The Ballad is issued with soft and 

hard covers and measures 23 x 25 centimetres, and it gathers 126 lush Cibachrome prints into 

a modernist design with one photograph per page. Each of the photographs is framed by white 

borders and captioned with a short text that indicates what and whom we see, and where and 

when the particular photograph was taken.  

The photographs are ordered into nine untitled sequences, separated by blank pages. 

These sequences are subdivided into shorter chapters that correspond to a set of titles listed on 

a contents page at the beginning of the photobook. The titles refer to a wide selection of songs, 

including works by the Velvet Underground, 1950s R&B and doo wop, blues, 1960s pop, and 

opera. The song titles provide the work with a structural similarity with the musical concept 

album. This structural similarity validates Goldin’s description of The Ballad as a ‘record’ of 

her life, a representation of ‘what things really looked like and felt like’ for her during a 

particular period in her life.214 

Except for the chapter titles and captions, the only textual material that accompanies the 

photographs in the first edition of The Ballad is a self-authored foreword that presents Goldin’s 

life and – by extension – the contents of the photobook. While the foreword has remained the 

same in all subsequent editions of The Ballad, Goldin wrote and added an afterword for the ten-

year anniversary edition of the photobook, which she replaced by a new one for the 2012 

edition.215 For the same 2012 edition, Goldin’s original transparencies were also reprinted with 

new scans and separations to enhance the quality of the photographs. 

The photographs in The Ballad primarily show social situations that Goldin participated 

in as a photographer. Except for a family photograph in the introduction – a photograph of her 

 
211 Fletcher figures prominently in the photographs in The Ballad. 
212 First published only as a hardback, The Ballad became available for purchase by a broader group of readers 
when it was published as a paperback in 1989. Since then, the photobook has been reprinted multiple times in 
between editions, as well as in foreign language editions. I shall, however, limit my approach to the Aperture 
editions, which contain the textual material in the original language. Unfortunately, Aperture does not release print 
runs.  
213 Fig. 2.1. 
214 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 145.  
215  The Ballad’s introduction and afterwords are examples of what Genette refers to as ‘paratexts’: border 
phenomena between the work itself and the discourse that surrounds it. While these texts are physically integral to 
the work, the first-person perspective marks a distinction between them and the photobook’s main body, where 
the captions refer to Goldin’s persona in the third person. As paratexts, the introduction and afterwords should thus 
be read as commentaries on a record rather than as parts of that record. See: Gérard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds 
of Interpretation, trans. Jane E. Lewin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 2. 



77 

sister Barbara, who the photobook is dedicated to – all photographs in the photobook were taken 

between 1976 and 1985. These were the years of Goldin’s studies at the Museum School in 

Boston and of the period directly after, when she lived in a New York City loft on the Lower 

East Side. The Lower East Side was the centre of cutting-edge artistic experimentation in New 

York City at the time.216 And Goldin’s friends, whom she collectively refers to as her ‘tribe’, 

might have been aspiring artists. Yet the photographs say little about their daytime employment. 

Instead, the photographs show intimate moments in domestic settings such as the bath or the 

bedroom, or in the enclosed spaces of after-hours bars.  

The photobook’s title, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, refers to one of the songs in 

Bertolt Brecht’s and Kurt Weill’s anarchic 1928 musical play The Threepenny Opera. The 

reference indicates identification between the underground society of the theatrical production 

and the subcultural society pictured in Goldin’s book. Furthermore, it speaks to the affinity 

between Goldin’s project and Brecht’s and Weill’s anti-capitalist critique of ‘bourgeois’ 

society, comfort, and values. A comparable spirit arguably haunts the subjects of Goldin’s 

photographs, who seem to live their lives as political acts in opposition to the new conservatism 

that developed in the United States during those same years, of which the election of Ronald 

Reagan as US president in 1980 is symbolic.  

Inspired by the counter-cultural movements of the 1960s,217 Goldin’s friends seem to 

have conceived of sexual freedom as the same as personal freedom. The photographer puts it 

like this in the introduction: ‘Rather than accept gender distinction, the point is to redefine it. 

Along with playing out the clichés, there is the decision to live out the alternatives, even to 

change one’s sex, which to me is the ultimate act of autonomy’.218 The photographs show us 

how sex, drugs, and alcohol provide outlets for a directionless intensity that her friends share, 

which they considered as a glamorous alternative to the traditional lifestyle of their parents’ 

generation.219  

Goldin tells us that her tribe was bonded ‘not by blood or place, but by a similar morality, 

the need to live fully and for the moment, a disbelief in the future, a similar respect for honesty, 

 
216 See: Arthur Danto’s essay ‘Nan Goldin’s World’, in his The Madonna of the Future: Essays in a Pluralistic 
Art World (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 2000), 228–234. 
217 The Ballad reflects the sexual liberation and loosening of sexual norms in the 1970s, which also involved an 
increased visibility of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender identities. Yet, as Chris Townsend notes, the gender 
dimension of Goldin’s work takes on a more prominent visual presence in the slideshow version of The Ballad 
than in the photobook. Chris Townsend, ‘Nan Goldin: Bohemian Ballads’, in Phototextualities: Intersections of 
Photograph and Narrative, eds. Alex Hughes and Andrea Noble (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 
2003), 109. 
218 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 7. 
219 The 1970s was a period of change also regarding drugs, since harder substances like heroin and cocaine became 
more common. 
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a need to push limits’.220 The photographs in The Ballad depict the gritty flamboyancy of this 

particular lifestyle at the time just before it ran headlong into brutal reality when overdoses and 

AIDS began to take people’s lives or forced them into treatment for drug and alcohol addiction. 

Goldin herself entered rehab just a short time after the first publication of The Ballad, as she 

tells us in the afterword to the 1996 edition.221 

The photobook originated from a slideshow by the same name, which was originally 

viewed at Goldin’s friends’ favourite underground night spots.222 The primary audience for 

these early performances was thus largely the same subjects that appear in the photographs, 

who yelled out comments about their respective photographs during the performance.223 They 

thus turned the show into a group event that somehow mirrored the purposes of the medieval 

ballad, which was entertainment, but also the confirmation of a particular community’s 

existence through collective performance.224  

Between each viewing of The Ballad slideshow, Goldin reshuffled, added, or removed 

slides, and in 1982 she also started to invite bands and DJs to set music to the performances. At 

that time, the show lasted for about twenty or thirty minutes, and each slide was on view for 

around four seconds. The slideshow does, however, take a different and extended form today. 

It is now owned by the Whitney Museum, which was the first high-profile art institution to 

show it (at the 1985 Whitney Biennial),225 and it is regularly shown without either Goldin or 

her friends present. Progressing mechanically more often than manually, The Ballad has now 

also expanded to include around 800 slides and a soundtrack of approximately thirty songs, and 

it lasts for around forty-five minutes.  

Interestingly, The Ballad is still reedited by Goldin, and she has reserved the right to 

keep doing so. Her reediting thus provides the work with an evolving structure that is also 

characteristic of her constant remediation of The Ballad’s photographs. The material she shows 

in the slideshow provides the core of the photobook, which is my primary concern. Yet a 

selection of the same photographs also features in the 1995 BBC film titled I’ll be Your Mirror, 

a collaboration between Goldin and Edmund Coulthard. The same evolving collection of 

photographs has also been the material for numerous exhibitions and photo installations that 

 
220 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 6. 
221 Op. cit., 145. 
222 The Ballad of Sexual Dependency slideshow was first shown at the Mudd Club in 1979. 
223 Townsend, ‘Nan Goldin’, 108. 
224 Albert B. Friedman, ‘Ballad’, in Encyclopædia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/art/ballad (accessed 25 
September 2018). 
225 Charlotte Cotton, The Photograph as Contemporary Art (London: Thames and Hudson, 2004), 139. 
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translate the slideshow’s and the photobook’s sequential format to the wall by hanging framed 

versions of prints either in grids or salon-style.226 

While the photobook shares its title as well as several photographs with Goldin’s other 

projects,227  I contend that the publication allows for a unique experience. The TV film’s 

mechanical progression and the slideshow’s rapid succession of photographs both involve a 

cinematic quality that disallows prolonged contemplation of any individual photograph, as well 

as the possibility for going back.228 Prolonged contemplation and returns to previously seen 

photographs are, however, crucial to the experience of the photobook. The exhibition format 

also enables prolonged contemplation and returns. Nevertheless, the exhibition, like the 

slideshow, involves a public experience different from the intimate and tactile experience of 

reading the photobook. And while the exhibition might incorporate the slideshow’s auditory 

dimension, the songs that the section titles refer to are merely activated on an imaginary level 

when leafing through the book. The photobook, in short, works entirely on its own terms, and 

I will therefore discuss it as an individual piece.229  

 

Goldin’s method 

The written introduction establishes the framework through which Goldin invites readers to 

approach The Ballad. Here, the photographer argues strongly for an autobiographical reading 

of the work and urges us to consider the photographs in light of the social reality the 

photographs depict. The introduction presents these events as the outcome of two defining and 

interrelated events the photographer experienced when eleven. First, the experience of losing 

her seven-year-older sister Barbara to suicide, a loss Goldin reads as resulting from the general 

repression of strong female sexuality in the 1950s and early 1960s. Second, the artist’s 

experience of being seduced by an older man during the week of mourning that followed her 

sister’s death. Those two experiences made the artist aware of the power of sexuality, which 

she came to conceive of in psychoanalytical terms, as the driving force in her life and work.230 

 
226 Since one does not have to know any of the other mediations of The Ballad to understand the individual 
mediation, I consider the different mediations of The Ballad as parallel works rather than as parts of the same work.  
227  See: Ben Burbridge, ‘Paradise Lost: Exhibitionism and the work of Nan Goldin’, 20 October 2013, 
http://eitherand.org/exhibitionism/paradise-lost-exhibitionism-and-work-nan-goldin/ (accessed 3 May 2017). 
228 This holds for the original mediation of the TV film. Yet today we can see the film online, which allows the 
viewer to rewind and see certain passages or pictures again. Nonetheless, I contend that the tactility implied by the 
photobook format sets the photobook apart even from current ways of viewing the film. For an interesting 
discussion of the redefined form of spectatorship implied by new media technologies, see: Laura Mulvey, Death 
24x a Second (Glasgow: Reaktion Books, 2006). 
229 For a thorough presentation of the relationship between the different mediations of the Ballad, see Townsend, 
‘Nan Goldin’, 103–115. 
230 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 8–9. 
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Goldin’s strong identification with Barbara’s feelings of sexual repression led her to 

leave the family home at only fourteen. Leaving her childhood behind, Goldin thus embarked 

on a journey that brought her into a partly destructive relationship with a man named Brian, and 

into close companionship with a group of individuals who shared her urge for a liberated 

lifestyle. While those events were personal, they do, however, take on broader relevance within 

the context of The Ballad, where they support an exploration of the struggle between autonomy 

and sexual dependency that Goldin finds to be characteristic of any sustained relationship.231  

The Ballad’s point of departure in private events can be considered as the product of a 

turn within American social documentary photography after the Second World War. That turn 

is associated with John Szarkowski’s groundbreaking ‘New Documents’ exhibition at the 

MoMA in 1967, which identified a new generation of documentary photographers with 

markedly different aims than those of their hortatory forerunners. Bringing together the work 

of Diane Arbus, Lee Friedlander, and Garry Winogrand, Szarkowski argued that this younger 

group ‘redirected the technique and aesthetic of documentary photography to more personal 

ends’, with the aim ‘not to reform life, but to know it’.232 A similar desire not to moralise, but 

to record is evident in Goldin’s work. She expresses it clearly in the introduction, where she 

states that she seeks to ‘preserve the sense of peoples’ lives’ and ‘to endow them with the 

strength and beauty that [she saw] in them’.233 

Larry Clark appears as Goldin’s closest forerunner within the documentary tradition that 

emerged from the photographers who contributed to Szarkowski’s 1967 show. Clark’s 

photobooks Tulsa (1971) and Teenage Lust (1983) brought something radically new to the table 

by turning the camera upon subjects he was personally acquainted with, a group of teenage drug 

users not unlike the community Goldin depicts in her book. Yet The Ballad’s explicitly 

autobiographical dimension sets her work apart from Clark’s.234 And so does the intense colour 

of Goldin’s prints, which runs counter to the black-and-white orthodoxy of the times, which 

Clark’s work represents. 

The saturated colours characteristic of Goldin’s photographs were possibly influenced 

by another of Szarkowski’s MoMA exhibitions, the 1976 exhibition Photographs by William 

 
231 Op. cit., 7. 
232  MoMA, ‘Press Release for the Exhibition “New Documents” at MoMA’, February 1967, 
https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/3487?locale=en#installation-images (accessed 25 September 2018). 
233 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 6. 
234 Clark’s photobooks, like most other photobooks in the social documentary vein published before Goldin’s 
photobook, rely on an established aesthetics of well-composed black-and-white photographs, which was the 
professional photographer’s mark of honour at the time. Larry Clark, Tulsa (New York: Lustrum Press, 1971). 
Larry Clark, Teenage Lust (New York: Self-published, 1983). 
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Eggleston, which occurred the same year as she embarked on The Ballad project. Eggleston 

was a contemporary of the ‘New Documents’ photographers, but he converted to colour 

photography in the mid-1960s. His exhibition, which was the MoMA’s first-ever solo show 

with colour photographs, marks a watershed moment in the history of photography in the sense 

that it validated colour photography as an artistic medium. 

Both Clark’s and Eggleston’s photographs are regularly referred to in terms of the 

‘snapshot’. Goldin’s photographs do, however, draw closer to a vernacular expression than the 

other two photographers’ photographs do since hers incorporate more of the signs of the 

amateur’s lack of technical knowledge. Goldin tends to present her motifs from off-kilter 

camera angles, and over-exposed, unfocused, and unevenly lit. That practice might have been 

inspired by the avant-garde punk scene of 1980s New York City, which Goldin was closely 

affiliated with. Still, it might also have been inspired by the French photographer Jacques Henri 

Lartigue, whose photographs – like Goldin’s – represent autobiographical moments of leisure 

spent with a group of free-spirited friends. 

Lartigue’s work caught the public eye with a third Szarkowski exhibition at the MoMA. 

This was the 1963 Photographs by Lartigue show, which presented the French photographer as 

a forerunner for the 1960s ‘New Documents’ tradition. That show introduced the myth that 

came to surround Lartigue’s persona for the rest of his life, of him as a naïve genius who created 

his work on the basis of mere instinct, rather than technical knowledge.235 This was a persona 

that Lartigue himself embraced and supported through exclamations such as this: ‘I am seeking 

to experience flavors, the air, the things that are passing, the bluebird’.236  The statement 

interestingly brings to mind Goldin’s similar claim in The Ballad that her intention is to invoke 

‘the color, smell, sound, and physical presence, the density and flavor of life’ through her 

photographs.237 And Goldin’s paraphrase of Lartigue’s photograph of his lover Renée in the 

bath, ‘Ryan in the tub, Provincetown, Mass. 1976’ (37),238 speaks explicitly of her identification 

with his project. 

Despite the correspondences between Goldin’s work and vernacular photography’s 

lowbrow style, her photographs also incorporate what Ben Burbridge refers to as a ‘knowing 

aesthetic element’ that we do not normally find in the family album.239 This element is apparent 

 
235 Kevin Moore, Jacques Henri Lartigue: The Invention of an Artist (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004). 
236  Peter B. Flint, ‘Lartigue is Dead; Photographer, 92’, The New York Times, 13 September 1986, 
https://www.nytimes.com/1986/09/13/obituaries/lartigue-is-dead-photographer-92.html (accessed 18 September 
2018). 
237 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 6. 
238 Fig. 2.2 and 2.3 (recto). 
239 Burbridge, ‘Paradise Lost’, 2. 
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in Goldin’s refined play with colour, light, and shadow. The incorporation of numerous 

references to different forms of high and low culture also distinguishes Goldin’s work from the 

family photograph: paraphrases and pictures-within-pictures that refer to high-art painting 

(such as works by Courbet, Manet, and Leonardo), photography (for example Lartigue, Brassaï, 

and Walker Evans), high and low literature (including references to The New York Times, 

Vogue, and René Ricard), film (for instance, stills from no wave filmmakers Bette Gordon’s, 

Vivienne Dick’s, and Lizzie Borden’s films are included in the photographic sequence), and 

music (the work includes references to a broad selection of music ranging from the Velvet 

Underground to Bellini).  

The Ballad of Sexual Dependency also differs from the family snapshot in its subject 

matter. The photobook gathers photographs of intimate social situations with obvious emotional 

value for the photographer, however posed many of the photographs appear at closer inspection. 

However, the content of Goldin’s photographs is not limited to the happy moments that tend to 

flourish in the family album. The Ballad also includes the taboo (drug abuse, homosexuality, 

and teenage suicide), the mundane (shaving and showering), the sad (tears and domestic 

violence), and the outright boring (sleeping and travelling).  

The photobook is based on Goldin’s personal journey from her childhood in Maryland 

to young adulthood in New York City, and she refers to the photobook as ‘the diary I let people 

read’.240 Nevertheless, the photographs are not organised chronologically, despite the work’s 

personal point of departure. The first photograph in the photobook’s introductory sequence is 

‘Nan on Brian’s lap, Nan’s birthday, New York City 1981’ (11), which shows Goldin and her 

boyfriend together.241 Goldin and Brian are physically close, but their eyes do not meet, and the 

same holds for all the represented couples in the introductory sequence.  These representations 

set the stage for Goldin’s investigation of ‘the nature of relationships’, an investigation which 

begins with a crumbling relationship and ends in the same way, with two skeletons locked in 

an embrace in ‘Skeletons coupling, New York City 1983’ (143).242  

In between, Goldin’s photographs appear according to a loose thematic structure that 

sheds light on various aspects of relationships and sexual politics by grouping together series 

of individually depicted women and men, groups of women and men, and grouping together 

marriage, children, and old age. Overlaying this basic structure are numerous intervisual 

relationships that transcend the limits of the individual sequences, which are carried by repeated 

 
240 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 6. 
241 Fig. 2.4. 
242 Fig. 2.5 (recto). 
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postures, motifs, angles, colour patterns, and paraphrases. The combination of the work’s 

thematic order and these intervisual relationships lodges each photograph in a complex network 

of interconnections that allows universal questions regarding social life and love to merge with 

a personal reflection on the relationship between photography and memory.  

Prosthetic extensions and experimental individuality 

The Ballad’s combination of intimate autobiographical content and a form reminiscent of 

vernacular photography triggered, almost by itself, the development of what came to be the 

1990s most popular mode of photobook production. This is the approach that Parr and Badger 

refer to as the ‘confessional mode’.243 While the term refers to a particular photobook subgenre, 

the confessional mode is highly representative of a general turn towards personal memory, 

everyday reality, and vernacular forms of history writing within the 1980s and 1990s art field.244  

Within the photography field, and for Goldin in particular, the orientation towards 

recollection and what had been considered as ‘lower’ forms of history writing seems to have 

been triggered most significantly by the publication of Roland Barthes’s Camera Lucida in 

1980,245 which confirmed the relationship between photography and personal memory. The 

same book also provided the amateur photographer with renewed status as the primary 

chronicler of everyday life. And this is a status that Goldin has eagerly sought to associate 

herself with by insisting, like Lartigue before her, on her lack of technical capacity and lack of 

concern for formal qualities.246  

Today, a vernacular ‘selfie’ culture carried by sites for photo sharing such as Facebook, 

Instagram, Flickr, and Tumblr might be one of the reasons the confessional mode is still 

increasing in popularity, and why Goldin’s legacy continues to exert influence on younger 

artists.247 As Ben Burbridge correctly notes, several of the younger photographers inspired by 

Goldin’s work adopt a knowing, self-conscious, or ironic distance from the reality they 

depict.248 One example is Terry Richardson, who photographs himself having sex with his 

 
243 Parr and Badger, The Photobook, 2:39. 
244 Cross and Peck, ‘Editorial’, 130. The turn towards memory, everyday reality, and vernacular imagery in the 
1980s and 1990s is not exclusive to the art field. The same tendency is noticeable across several scientific 
disciplines during the same years and perhaps also later. See: Susannah Radstone, Memory and Methodology (New 
York and Oxford: Berg, 2000).  
245 Barthes, Camera Lucida.  
246 Goldin’s introduction to The Ballad is an example of her insistence on a lack of technical capacity and lack of 
concern for formal qualities, but so are numerous interviews conducted with the photographer over the last thirty 
years. See for example: MOCA, ‘Nan Goldin - The Ballad of Sexual Dependency’, YouTube, 6 December 2013, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2B6nMlajUqU (accessed 7 August 2017).  
247 Parr and Badger, The Photobook, 2:39.  
248 Burbridge, ‘Paradise Lost’, 12. 
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models. Another is Ryan McGinley, who openly stages the interaction between himself and his 

friends for the camera. This introspective stance is however, as I shall argue, entirely alien to 

Goldin’s project. For what she seeks to express through her photographs is not private moments, 

but situations in which she found herself extended outwards and across a social world through 

the camera. Goldin’s approach to expressing these situations involves a reciprocal conception 

of subjectivity that can be described by reference to the prosthetic framework currently 

articulated by a number of theorists. 

The prosthetic framework relies on the conception that reality is relationally constituted 

in and by the subjects’ physical rather than cognitive interaction with their surroundings.249 

Within the prosthetic discourse, the body’s natural ability to open up a reality is considered as 

extensible through the use of prostheses, external tools and devices that augment the body’s 

natural capacities for sensory engagement. 250  Such tools can be things such as a pair of 

binoculars, which extend the body’s natural capacity for vision, or a medium such as radio, 

which augments the capacity for speech. 251  However, other subjects can also allow for 

prosthetic extension, as when one person touches another person’s body to enhance his or her 

own capacity for feeling.  

The contemporary notion of the prosthesis builds on the medical conception of the term 

as a reference to artificial body parts that one incorporates into or on the body to compensate 

for missing body parts.252 While the prosthesis might still refer to a lack of capacity, the 

difference is that this lack is no longer considered as a deficiency, but rather as a normal state. 

Bernard Stiegler even goes as far as to argue that ‘[the] prosthesis is not a mere extension of 

the human body; it is the constitution of this body qua “human”’.253 For Stiegler, the prosthesis 

is, in other words, not foreign to the human body, but fundamental to all kinds of human 

experience, and thereby a part of what makes us human in the first place.  

What follows from the contemporary notion of the prosthesis, as Celia Lury has argued, 

is a rearticulation of selfhood that replaces the edict ‘I think, therefore I am’ with ‘I can, 

 
249 Sarah S. Jain, ‘The Prosthetic Imagination: Enabling and Disabling the Prosthesis Trope’, Science, Technology, 
& Human Values 24, no. 1 (1999): 31–54.  
250 Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics 
(Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1999), 3.  
251  Marshall McLuhan introduced the prosthetic notion of media as a bodily extension. Marshall McLuhan, 
Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1994). 
252 The word ‘prosthesis’ first appeared in English in 1553 as a term of rhetoric meaning ‘addition of a syllable to 
the beginning of a word’. The medical sense of the same term, ‘replacement of a missing part of the body with an 
artificial one’, first appeared in English in 1704. David Wills, Prosthesis (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
1995), 218.  
253 Bernard Stiegler, Technics and Time, 1: The Fault of Epimetheus (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998), 
152. 
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therefore I am’.254 While the subject was previously considered as a self-possessed individual 

with certain fixed mental and bodily characteristics, prosthetics brings those characteristics 

within the remit of the subject’s choices and selection and thereby into a cultural world. And 

this amounts to an experimental sense of selfhood that subjects actively modify through 

deliberate adoption of and experimentation with tools and devices.255  

In the introduction to The Ballad, Nan Goldin expresses a similarly experimental notion 

of her own identity as a fluid figure that she can actively modify over time. She tells us this: ‘I 

knew it was necessary for me to leave home, so at fourteen I ran away. Leaving enabled me to 

transform, to recreate myself without losing myself’. 256  The journey enabled Goldin to 

transform herself, since it allowed her to engage bodily in the world in ways she could not 

within the strict environment of her suburban upbringing. Goldin also tells us how her journey 

away from home enabled her to experiment with other people’s bodies through sex, and with 

alcohol, costumes, and drugs. That is, she experimented through prostheses that extended her 

body into the world and augmented her capacity for communication, spontaneity, feeling, and 

vision.  

Goldin’s prosthetic experiments opened up an entire social reality she had not been part 

of before, which she shared with a group of friends with a similar need to ‘push limits’ through 

an experimental lifestyle.257 The photographs in The Ballad offer a glimpse into the dynamics 

of this social group,258 which emerged in and by the members’ prosthetic investments in their 

surroundings. The photographs show people who interact with each other through things and 

everyday devices such as beds (131, 133), board games (111), and masks (106), which are 

prostheses that extend skeletons, hands, and faces into a social realm.259 We also see people 

who engage in social situations with the aid of technological devices such as radios (27), 

telephones (59), and television screens (31), which are devices that allow for virtual extensions 

of the subjects’ capacities for speech, listening, and vision, and thus for new forms of 

togetherness.260 And then there are people who extend their beings into the worlds of other 

 
254 Celia Lury, Prosthetic Culture: Photography, Memory and Identity (London and New York: Routledge, 1998), 
3. 
255 Ibid.  
256 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 9. 
257 Op. cit., 6.  
258 The need to push limits that Goldin’s photographs testify to associates The Ballad project with projects of 1970s 
performance artists like Chris Burden, Ana Mendieta, Vito Acconci, and Bruce Naumann. Like Goldin and her 
friends, these artists sought to reach beyond themselves by putting enormous strain on their bodies. Yet while their 
experimentation came out of highly orchestrated events, Goldin insists that her photographs come out of her 
everyday life and intimate encounters with friends and family. 
259 Fig. 2.6, 2.7 (recto), and 2.8 (verso). 
260 Fig. 2.9 (recto), 2.10 (recto), and 2.11 (recto). 
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people by manipulating their own bodies or those of other people through sex (134–135), 

kissing (121), and hugging (128–129).261 

Among the multiple photographs of social events enabled by bodies and things, I find 

the photograph captioned ‘Ectopic pregnancy scar, New York City 1980’ (86) particularly 

interesting.262 On the one hand, the stitched-up scar at the photograph’s centre reads as a 

poignant image of the blurring of the distinction between the natural and the manufactured body 

that is implied by the prosthetic framework. On the other hand, the same picture does, however, 

also work as a metaphor for Goldin’s conception of the act of photographing as a way of 

prosthetically extending her own being beyond the organic body and into a cultural world 

through the camera. 

Already in the introduction, Goldin tells us that the camera provides her with a capacity 

for vision that she could not otherwise have had. ‘These pictures […] were taken so that I could 

see the people in them’, she writes.263 Goldin does not consider the camera as foreign to her 

own being, but as a prosthetic continuation of her natural vision. This prosthetic continuation 

involves a form of vision that might be described with reference to Laura U. Marks’s description 

of ‘haptic vision’, a form of vision that recognises experience’s basis in the body, and thereby 

the fundamental intertwinement of seeing and seen.264 Goldin, tellingly, does not consider the 

act of taking someone’s photograph merely as a way of extending her vision, but also as a way 

of extending her hand, and thereby as a form of touch.265 She tells us this: ‘People in the pictures 

say my camera is as much a part of being with me as any other aspect of knowing me. It’s as if 

my hand were a camera’.266 

The haptic form of vision that Goldin associates with the prosthetic act of taking 

someone’s picture provides the rationale for Goldin’s much disputed statement that ‘These 

pictures come out of relationships, not observation’. She continues: ‘There is a popular notion 

that the photographer is by nature a voyeur, the last one invited to the party. But I’m not 

crashing; this is my party. This is my family, my history’.267 The quote has been read by some 

commentators, such as Liz Kotz, as a way of downplaying the documentary photograph’s 

 
261 Fig. 2.12, 2.13 (recto), and 2.14. 
262 Fig. 2.15 (verso). 
263 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 6. 
264 Laura U. Marks, The Skin of the Film: Intercultural Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses (Durham and London: 
Duke University Press, 2000), 162–163. 
265 Goldin’s conception of the camera as a part of her body makes for another connection with Lartigue’s practice 
and perspective. He, like Goldin after him, referred to the camera in prosthetic terms as his ‘memory’s eye’. Paul 
Virilio, The Vision Machine, trans. Julie Rose (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1994), 13. 
266 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 6. 
267 Ibid.  
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problematic association with concepts of social surveillance.268 I, on the other hand, see it as a 

function of the prosthetic framework that underlies Goldin’s project. For in light of that world 

view, reality is inseparable from the means that calls it forth. And in this case, that means is 

Goldin’s extended body, as it operates through the camera. 

Furthermore, Goldin’s prosthetic conception of the camera provides the context for the 

photographer’s statement that the ‘instant of photographing, instead of creating distance, is a 

moment of clarity and emotional connection for me’.269 The quote speaks to the reciprocity of 

prosthetic experience. While the camera enables the photographer to draw other persons into 

her world, persons her camera points at might equally draw her into their worlds by activating 

the same equipment as a prosthetic extension of their beings.270  

The blurring of the distinction between self and other implied by the prosthetic camera 

is matched by Goldin’s conception of the taking of a self-portrait as a way of transgressing the 

boundaries between her inner and outer selves. In the afterword to the ten-year anniversary 

edition of The Ballad, Goldin tells us how the nurses took the camera away from her when she 

entered rehab after the photobook’s first edition was published. The camera equipment was 

given back to her only when she was well enough to enter the ‘halfway house’, where she spent 

the last weeks of institutionalisation preparing for the return to her own apartment:  

 
Later, when I entered the halfway house on the grounds of the hospital, I was 
given my camera back. I began a series of self-portraits that were instrumental in 
my early recovery. Through photographing myself daily, I was able to fit into my 
own skin again, to find my face again.271  

 
The ‘halfway house’ Goldin refers to in the quote is a reference to a particular location where 

the photographer stayed before leaving the rehabilitation centre. Yet it is also a metaphor for 

the mediating function she associates with the camera.  

When Goldin portrays herself photographically, she becomes aware of her own physical 

presence as part of a physical world she finds herself participating in under the same conditions 

as any of her other models do. This experience of being extended into a physical world blurs 

the distinction between subject and other, which activates a feeling of otherness expressed by 

 
268 Liz Kotz, ‘Aesthetics of “Intimacy”’, in The Passionate Camera: Photography and Bodies of Desire, ed. 
Deborah Bright (London: Routledge, 1998), 207–208. 
269 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 6. 
270 Shildrick has commented thoughtfully on the reversibility of the prosthetic encounter. Margrit Shildrick, ‘“Why 
Should Our Bodies End at the Skin?”: Embodiment, Boundaries, and Somatechnics’, Hypatia 30, no. 1 (2015): 
14–15. 
271 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 145. 
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Goldin’s use of the third person in the self-portrait captions. One example of this is the caption 

‘Nan on Brian’s lap, Nan’s birthday, New York City 1981’, which accompanies the photograph 

on page 11, where we see Goldin posing self-consciously for the camera.272  

The notion of the photograph as a prosthesis that enables a reconnection between the 

inner and outer dimension of Goldin’s being brings to mind Roland Barthes’s description in 

Camera Lucida of the situation of posing for the camera as an ‘advent of self as other’.273 In 

the chapter on ‘He who is photographed’, Barthes notes how the moment when he himself poses 

in front of a camera implies a passage from self-contained being to a relational state where he 

experiences himself through his body as an integral part of a material world. He tells us this: 

‘[T]he Photograph (the one I intend) represents that very subtle moment when, to tell the truth, 

I am neither subject nor object but a subject who feels he is becoming an object’.274 In the same 

way as Goldin, Barthes thus experiences a connection with his own exterior when he poses for 

the camera, which he explicitly refers to as ‘a kind of prosthesis’.275  

The book that testifies to Barthes’s prosthetic experience of being photographed, 

Camera Lucida, might be described in similar prosthetic terms as the photograph itself is. As a 

diary, Barthes’s book allows for an extension of the author’s natural capacity to remember past 

experiences with particular photographs. Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual Dependency can be 

described in the same terms. But where Barthes leaves it to the reader to establish the book’s 

function as such, Goldin explicitly notes that her photobook is meant to compensate for the 

insufficiencies of her natural capacity to remember, and thus to work as an extended memory. 

 

Static conceptions of Goldin’s past 

In the introduction to The Ballad, Goldin tells us how her sister’s death implanted a fear of 

forgetting in her:  

 
When I was eighteen I started to photograph. I became social and started drinking 
and wanted to remember the details of what happened. For years, I thought I was 
obsessed with the record-keeping of my day-to-day life. But recently, I’ve 
realized my motivation has deeper roots: I don’t really remember my sister. In 
the process of leaving my family, in recreating myself, I lost the real memory of 
my sister. I remember my version of her, of the things she said, of the things she 
meant to me. But I don’t remember the tangible sense of who she was, her 
presence, what her eyes looked like, what her voice sounded like. I don’t ever 

 
272 Fig. 2.4. 
273 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 12. 
274 Op. cit., 14. 
275 Op. cit., 13.  



89 

want to be susceptible to anyone else’s version of my history. I don’t ever want 
to lose the real memory of anyone again.276 

 

While Goldin’s natural memory was affected by nostalgia as well as by other people’s accounts 

of her history, she considers the photobook as a stable and reliable way to store and retrieve 

past experiences: ‘The diary is my form of control over my life. It allows me to obsessively 

record every detail. It enables me to remember’.277 This conception of the photobook as a place 

to store past experiences, in order to retrieve them in analogue form, speaks to a conventional 

conception of remembering, and thus to Goldin’s idea of the photobook as an extended memory. 

Although she works with colour, shutter speed, aperture, and perspective to represent 

her past as accurately as she can, Goldin notes that the individual photographs are too 

ambiguous to guarantee analogy with the experiences she had when she took them. The 

photobook, on the other hand, is considered as generating similar responses at all times, 

unaffected by the local situation that the act of reading takes place within: ‘Stories can be 

rewritten, memory can’t. If each picture is a story, then the accumulation of these pictures 

comes closer to the experience of memory, a story without end’.278  While the individual 

photograph is prone to constant changes of meaning, Goldin thus thinks that the photobook 

allows for a stability of meaning that she also assigns to memory. 

Other readers than herself cannot share Goldin’s memories, but the photographer 

interestingly considers the photobook as being capable of representing these embodied 

experiences to others in a similarly stable and reliable form: ‘Real memory, which these pictures 

trigger, is an invocation of the colour, smell, sound, and physical presence, the density and 

flavor of life’.279 Even though the photographs were taken so she could see the people in them, 

she points out in the introduction that they are also ‘an invitation to [her] world’, which enables 

others to see ‘exactly what [her] world looks like, without glamorization, without 

glorification’.280  

According to Goldin, the photographs emerge from a haptic visual encounter between 

self and other, aided by the camera. However, Goldin does not allow her readers to experience 

a similarly prosthetic extension of their bodies through her photographs. Instead, she seeks to 

control readers’ engagement with the photographs, by encouraging an ‘optical’ form of vision, 

in Laura U. Marks’s sense of the term, which is alien to the prosthetic framework. Rather than 

 
276 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 9. 
277 Op. cit., 6. 
278 Ibid. 
279 Ibid. 
280 Ibid. 
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originating from a fundamental intertwinement of seeing and seen, as in haptic vision, optical 

vision originates from a cognitively superior position whereby we are distanced from the world 

on a sensory level, rather than immersed in it through our bodies.281  

What Goldin attempts to do is to transfer her subjective prosthetic experiences to the 

realms of conventions and codified meanings. And the means by which she seeks to allow these 

codified meanings to be conveyed, undisturbed by the reader’s subjective dispositions, are 

provided by the photobook’s accumulative structure. The photobook allows her to apply 

narrative techniques such as page numbers, sequencing, and extended written commentary (the 

introduction, and the afterwords, the captions, the photobook’s title, and the chapter titles).282 

Through such devices, Goldin seeks to steer readers’ experiences of the photographs, so they 

can experience as accurately as possible how she experienced the embodied social situations 

she once participated in through the camera.  

Prosthetic experience is, by definition, subjective in the sense that it is lodged in the 

unique body. Goldin’s attempt to control the prosthetic experience is thus paradoxical. However, 

her attempt at control is expressive of a fear of loss of self that, according to Celia Lury, is a 

common result of the prosthetic notion of selfhood characteristic of contemporary society. The 

relational and experimental notion of individuality that follows from the prosthetic framework 

leaves subjects with only two options: either to let things lead them into contexts, and thus to 

give up their subjective agency, or to actively lead things into contexts, in order to reclaim 

agency.283 Goldin chooses the second option.284 To avoid that her own self and her particular 

history be controlled by context, she takes control of context by collecting photographic 

mementos within the autobiographical photobook’s durable and materially stable form, so as to 

confirm herself as the authority on her own past and to prevent her history from slipping 

away.285  

 
281 Marks, The Skin of the Film, 162–163. 
282  In her 1977 essay ‘In Plato’s Cave’, Susan Sontag articulates the idea that the reader’s experience of 
photographs must be narratively controlled so as to guarantee an ethical response from the viewer. She puts it like 
this: ‘Only that which narrates can make us understand. The limit of photographic knowledge of the world is that, 
while it can goad conscience, it can, finally, never be ethical or political knowledge. The knowledge gained through 
still photographs will always be some kind of sentimentalism, whether cynical or humanist’. Sontag, On 
Photography, 23–24. 
283 Lury, Prosthetic Culture, 8. 
284 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 6. 
285 Pierre Norá’s concept of ‘memory sites’ (lieux de mémoire) refers to the modern tendency towards constructing 
symbolic objects of memory, which Norá reads as an attempt to fix identities because they are becoming unstable. 
Goldin’s practice might be read as an example of this tendency. Pierre Norá, ‘Between Memory and History: Les 
Lieux de Mémoire’, Representations 26 (Spring 1989): 7. 
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Previous readers seem to have accepted Goldin as the authority on The Ballad’s meaning. 

These readers roughly fall into two categories.286 On the one hand, there is a group of readers 

who have approached the photobook in light of the personal and collective history the work 

refers to. These critics have tended to confirm the photobook’s authenticity by reference to 

Goldin’s own voice as well as to the individual critic’s experiences with the same milieu, or 

with a milieu similar to the one depicted in the photobook. This perspective has usually taken 

the form of celebratory exhibition essays such as Luc Sante’s ‘All Yesterday’s Parties’, Darryl 

Pinckney’s ‘Nan’s Manhattan’, Marvin Heiferman’s ‘Pictures of Life and Loss’, and Joachim 

Sartorius’s ‘Deep Pictures of Us All’, which were published in the expansive catalogue for the 

1996–1997 I’ll Be Your Mirror exhibition at MoMA.287 Alternatively, the same perspective is 

expressed in the form of reviews and general commentary, as exemplified by Max Kozloff’s 

‘The Family of Nan’, which was written in Art in America in relation to the first publication of 

The Ballad, Michael Bracewell’s ‘Making Up is Hard to Do’, which was first published in 

Frieze in 1993, and Peter Schjeldahl’s ‘Beantown Babylon’, which was published in The 

Village Voice in 1996.288 

On the other hand, one group of readers has conducted more traditional semiotic 

analyses of the formal devices Goldin applies to picture her world. While these readers have 

acknowledged the work’s point of departure in real events, they have sought to demonstrate 

how The Ballad’s persuasive power is enabled by aesthetic conventions such as the ‘insider 

documentary style’, the concept of ‘bohemianism’, and sets of conventions derived from 

literature. Representative of this more recent academic turn are Liz Kotz’s essay ‘Aesthetics of 

 
286 The critical reception of Goldin’s work does not match her influence on the history of photography, and mainly 
consists of reviews, interviews, and general commentary. Charlotte Cotton suggests that this critical lacuna has to 
do with Goldin’s insistence on the photographs’ private character. By criticising Goldin’s project, Cotton claims, 
people might feel that they are implicitly criticising the photographer’s life and motivations, which one generally 
should avoid. Ben Burbridge, on the other hand, argues that the lack of comprehensive analyses of Goldin’s work 
might reflect what he refers to as the ‘general collapse of art criticism into PR that took place in the 1990s, evident 
in the predominance of monographic essays, artists’ interviews and reviews based on the whims of critics’ personal 
taste rather than on definable criteria’. Cotton, The Photograph as Contemporary Art, 141. Burbridge, ‘Paradise 
Lost’, 4.   
287 Nan Goldin, David Armstrong, and Hans Werner Holzwarth, Nan Goldin: I’ll Be Your Mirror (New York: 
Scalo, 1996). 
288 Max Kozloff, ‘The Family of Nan’, Art in America X (November 1987): 39–43; Michael Bracewell, ‘Making 
Up is Hard to Do’, Frieze, 5 September 1993, https://frieze.com/article/making-hard-do (accessed 8 September 
2017); Peter Schjeldahl, ‘Beantown Babylon’, The Village Voice, 9 April 1996: 81. 
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“Intimacy”’ (1998), 289  Chris Townsend’s ‘Nan Goldin: Bohemian Ballads’ (2003),290  and 

Jonathan Weinberg’s ‘Fantastic Tales: The Photography of Nan Goldin’ (2005).291  

The first group of critics focuses on the lives and times Goldin’s photobook represents, 

and the other group on the devices she uses to represent them.292 Yet both parties support the 

photographer’s notion of the artwork as a static reference to moments that Goldin experienced 

in the past. That is, moments that the critics either find to be ‘reflected’ in documentary fashion 

or more deliberately reconstructed as parts of a fictionalised account of Goldin’s past.293 

However, what the focus on the work’s historical referents has made critics generally unable to 

consider is their own role in the construction of the work’s meaning.294  

Curiously, even critics like Townsend and Weinberg, who both explicitly discuss the 

notion of ‘performance’ in relation to Goldin’s various mediations of The Ballad, seem to 

ignore their own performative contribution to The Ballad’s meaning. Weinberg, on the one 

hand, discusses the notion of performance in relation to Goldin’s physical reshuffling of The 

Ballad’s photographs between each viewing of the slideshow.295 Townsend, on the other hand, 

discusses the notion of performance in relation to Goldin’s reshuffling of the photographs 

between each mediation of the work.296 Yet both ignore the performance implied by the reader’s 

movements between the photographs in the photobook.297 

 
289 Kotz, ‘Aesthetics of “Intimacy”’, 204–215. 
290 Townsend, ‘Nan Goldin: Bohemian Ballads’, 103–115. 
291 Jonathan Weinberg, ‘Fantastic Tales: The Photography of Nan Goldin’, in Fantastic Tales: The Photography 
of Nan Goldin, eds. Jonathan Weinberg and Joyce Henri Robinson (Pennsylvania: Palmer Museum of Art, 2005), 
1–30. 
292 The prosthetic framework that Goldin relies on does not allow for the polarisation between authenticity and 
artifice that is characteristic of the reception of Goldin’s work. In the afterword to the 1996 edition, Goldin claims 
that she still believes in ‘photography’s truth’ (Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 146). Still, given the 
prosthetic framework that she relies on, I do not read that statement as a way of insisting on an indexical link 
between a photograph and a referential realm beyond it. Rather, I read it as a way of acknowledging that particular 
photographs have a capacity to connect with what she recognises as ‘truth-content’. 
293 The pervasiveness of mirror metaphors in critical commentary on Goldin’s work speaks to this focus on the 
relationship between the photographic representation and a referential realm beyond it, as Burbridge notes. 
Burbridge, ‘Paradise Lost’, 3.  
294 One exception is Henry M. Sayre’s essay on the photograph captioned ‘Ectopic pregnancy scar, New York City 
1980’, fig. 2.15 (verso), which is found on page 86 of The Ballad. Nonetheless, Sayre’s discussion does not take 
into account the relationship between the photograph and the photobook it is part of, and this makes his reading 
less relevant within the context of my own project. Henry M. Sayre, ‘Scars: Painting, photography, performance, 
pornography, and the disfigurement of art’, Performing Arts Journal 16, no. 1 (1994): 64–74. Ben 
Burbridge’s ’Paradise Lost’ is another notable exception. Burbridge’s essay notes how the general focus on the 
relationship between object and referent involves a disregard for the fact that Goldin’s work is made for exhibition 
to a wider public, and how previous readers thereby ignore the exhibitionist aspects of her general work. However, 
Burbridge does not speak specifically of the photobook version of The Ballad, and he does not reflect on the 
emergent aspect involved with reading the work either, which I seek to address in the current chapter. See: 
Burbridge, ‘Paradise Lost’. 
295 Weinberg, ‘Fantastic Tales’, 27. 
296 Townsend, ‘Nan Goldin’, 111.  
297 Weinberg’s and Townsend’s association of performativity with physical interaction is typical of contemporary 
art reception, according to Rancière, where physical interaction tends to imply an opposition to the assumed 
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By disassociating performance from the readerly act, Weinberg and Townsend arrive at 

a description of The Ballad as a spatial figure with permanent meanings attached to it. Thereby, 

they implicitly confirm the photographer’s own notion of the work as a memory in the 

traditional sense of the term, that is, as a static reproduction of a series of past events in a 

consistently analogue form. Townsend confirms the notion of the work as a static reproduction 

of past events most explicitly, when he states that ‘publication conferred status and authority 

on the performative by fixing signification as durable and establishing presence through 

privileging print over projection’.298 Townsend thus associates the stable physicality of the 

photobook with a stability of meaning. This association of the durability of the photobook with 

the durability of its meaning is, however, highly problematic. The reason for this is that it 

implies a negation of the subjective reader’s constructive role as a performative contributor to 

The Ballad’s meaning, and thereby of the work’s emergent quality, as I shall show in the 

following. 

 

A mnemonic principle of rereading 

The idea of memory as a static system of storage and retrieval ignores the subjective dimension 

of embodied experience. This subjective level is, however, what Henri Bergson takes into 

account when he develops a more dynamic and constructive notion of remembering in his 1896 

Matter and Memory. 299  For this reason, Bergson’s notion of memory makes for a more 

productive analogy to the structure I find to be constitutive of The Ballad, which relies 

extensively on the reader’s active choices, likes, dislikes, and fascinations for its realisation as 

a network. 

For thinkers associated with the prosthetic framework, reality unfolds in and by 

embodied encounters between subjects and their material surroundings. The same holds for 

Bergson’s notion of reality, which he considers to be constituted in perception. In Bergson’s 

view, perceptions are unconsciously and passively conserved in the body as an unmodulated 

flow of experiences.300 Still, when we consciously remember something, we actively cut out, 

isolate, and reassemble memory images from our unconscious, on the basis of current and 

 
‘passive’ and intermediating functions of reading and viewing. Jacques Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator 
(London: Verso, 2009), 2. 
298 Townsend, ‘Nan Goldin’, 114. 
299 Bergson, Matter and Memory. 
300 This unmodulated flow of experiences is what Bergson refers to as ‘pure memory’. Bergson, Matter and 
Memory, 133. 
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prospective needs and interests.301 And as such, memory partakes in our past as much as in our 

present, and thus changes constantly. 

On the one hand, the past affects our current decisions through our contemplation of 

memory images. For when we perceive a situation, Bergson explains, we activate a selection 

of memory images of past situations that are analogous to the one we are currently experiencing, 

memory images which thus influence the way that we act in the present.302 As Bergson puts it: 

‘Perception is never a mere contact of the mind with the object present; it is impregnated with 

memory images which complete it as they interpret it’.303 Our past is integrated into the present 

through memories that accompany our current experiences, memories which allow us to make 

sense of our present in the moment that we actually live it.304 

While some past experiences are frequently actualised as memory images, others are 

not. Bergson argues that the reason why one experience is remembered more often than another 

is not always clear, even to the perceiving subject, since it has to do with interests, desires, and 

impending actions felt in the particular moment.305 So if our past feeds into our present through 

memory, there is also a reverse movement in which our present situation affects our conception 

of bygone events through memory. These interests determine the order in which we reassemble 

our memory images in the present, and thereby how we remember our past.306  

‘Memory, laden with the whole of the past, responds to the appeal of the present state’, 

Bergson notes. He continues: 

 
Everything happens, then, as though our recollections were repeated an infinite 
number of times in these many possible reductions of our past life. They take a 
more common form when memory shrinks most, more personal when it widens 
out, and they thus enter into an unlimited number of different 
‘systematizations’.307  

 

Since Bergson hence considers remembering as a practice of selection and rejection, forgetting 

is also an integral aspect of remembering. We rarely remember past experiences that hold no 

particular interest for us in the now. But bygone moments that hold a particular intensity are 

 
301 Op. cit., 168–169. 
302 Op. cit., 228. 
303 Op. cit., 133. 
304 The adaptability of Bergson’s thought to a network poetics is testified to by Deleuze’s seminal Bergsonism 
from 1966, a study of Bergson’s thoughts on memory, duration, and the ‘élan vital’. Gilles Deleuze, Bergsonism 
(New York: Zone Books, 1988). 
305 Bergson, Matter and Memory, 139–141. 
306 Op. cit., 169. 
307 Op. cit., 168–169. 
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revisited multiple times and come back to us in numerous different situations, each time with a 

different set of accompanying memory images and thus with ever new meanings attached.308  

According to Bergson, particularly intriguing memory images repeat themselves 

frequently in the subject’s embodied mind. Yet each time the same experience is activated in 

memory, it is modified by the particular situation of activation. He puts it like this: ‘Memory 

passes into something else by becoming actual’.309 For Bergson, memory is thus an emergent 

process marked by repetition and change. And this emergent factor makes Bergson’s notion of 

memory analogous to The Ballad’s governing principle, which I shall thus describe in the 

following as a mnemonic principle of rereading. 

Due to the number of intervisual relationships that connect The Ballad’s photographs, 

each particular photograph contains links to several of the work’s other photographs. Therefore, 

readers who move through The Ballad will constantly find elements that refer back to 

photographs they pondered at earlier stages of the reading process. The complexity of Goldin’s 

intervisual system does, however, make it impossible for the individual reader to remember 

every connective element, and this complexity provides the work with an inescapable aleatory 

dimension.310  

If a photograph does not appeal to the subjective reader, he or she will not remember it, 

and hence will have no chance of recognising the elements that the other photographs in the 

photobook possibly share with it, and thus the reader will not revisit it. However, if a photograph 

does appeal intensely to the reader, he or she will ponder it for a longer time, remember it 

clearly, and notice when a feature or a set of the photograph’s features is repeated in another 

photograph. This phenomenon implies that particularly interesting photographs will be revisited 

 
308 As Anne Whitehead notes, the notion of memory as representation is challenged in modernity, when scholars 
began to think of memory as a process that changes the past and that is itself constantly changed and displaced. 
Andreas Huyssen associates this modern conception of memory, which Bergson is representative of, with the 
concept of the palimpsest, which I discussed in relation to Schorr’s Jens F. in the previous chapter of my thesis. 
Huyssen notes how the conception of memory as a mode of representation implies a tendency to forget the 
fundamental trans-temporality even of those cultural expressions that seemingly transcend time through their 
materiality and relative durability. To understand this trans-temporal dimension, which I refer to as ‘emergence’, 
he approaches a series of urban spaces and buildings as palimpsests. That is, he approaches urban spaces as 
configurations of memory traces, and simultaneously reads them historically, intertextually, constructively, and 
deconstructively, according to a reading strategy that is palimpsestuous in its point of departure in the interaction 
between the material work and the reader who experiences it. Anne Whitehead, Memory (London: Routledge, 
2009), 49. Andreas Huyssen, Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2003). 
309 Bergson, 1991, 136. 
310 Reading The Ballad might be compared to reading the French avant-gardist Raymond Queneau’s 1961 Cent 
Mille Milliards de Poèmes (Hundred Thousand Billion Poems). Queneau’s book consists of ten pages, and each 
page of fourteen lines each of which can be turned over separately from the others. This means that the readers 
can choose between ten different alternatives for each line when they read the poem, and hence between a hundred 
thousand billion latent poems. See: Raymond Queneau, Cent Mille Milliards de Poèmes (Paris: Gallimard, 1961). 
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multiple times, even though they might be reproduced only once within the photobook, since 

the photobook format allows readers to act on their memories of previously seen photographs 

by physically revisiting these photographs. And these particularly intense pictures thereby 

become ‘nodes’ that the rest of the network comes to gather around.311 

The possibility for revisiting The Ballad’s photographs provides Goldin’s work with a 

repetitive structure that unsettles any static meaning previous readers might have attributed to 

it, since repetition allows certain photographs to travel. That is, certain photographs can take 

on numerous different meanings over the same act of reading, when we read and reread them 

on the basis of different positions within the work, and on the basis of an expanded knowledge 

of the work’s contents. With each new position, the same photograph is thus reassembled with 

a new selection of other photographs from the same work, in light of which the individual 

photograph as much as the photobook as such takes on new meaning as part of an active and 

reconstructive process of recollection.312  

Goldin’s notion of memory as reproduction, which she outlines in the photobook’s 

introduction, does not take into account the factor of change that the mnemonic principle of 

rereading imposes on the photobook’s meaning. Yet ten years later, in the afterword to the 

work’s 1996 edition, Goldin notes that the meanings that the photobook used to have for her 

have changed over time: 

 
I wanted to make the record of my life that nobody could revise: not a safe, clean 
version, but instead, a record of what things really looked like and felt like. But 
photography doesn’t preserve memory as effectively as I had thought it would. 
A lot of the people in the book are dead now, mostly from AIDS. I had thought 
that I could stave off loss through photographing. I always thought if I 

 
311 Didi-Huberman examines Aby Warburg’s notion of ‘Nachleben’ (afterlife), a term that is crucial to Warburg’s 
entire enterprise, yet that has not been the subject of serious epistemological critique. Considering a range of 
unpublished material by Warburg, Didi-Huberman argues that Nachleben implies an anachronistic notion of the 
artwork as the momentary intersection of multiple heterogeneous ‘images’ that move through time. That is, images 
that might appear in one epoch might disappear in another, before repeating themselves in a third epoch, where 
they combine with a range of other images in ways that transform them in the very moment of reactualisation. The 
concept of Nachleben thus refers to a process whereby images are repeated and changed by their reappearance as 
memories of the past in the art of the present. This structure has similarities with the mnemonic principle of 
rereading that I associate with The Ballad. Yet I consider Bergson’s notion of memory as a more fruitful analogy 
to the rereading process that is implied by Goldin’s work, given Bergson’s point of departure in the perceiving 
subject and his focus on personal rather than collective memory. See: Georges Didi-Huberman, The Surviving 
Image. Phantoms of Time and Time of Phantoms: Aby Warburg’s History of Art, trans. Harvey L. Mendelsohn 
(University Park, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2017). 
312 Victor Burgin discusses the role of memory in relation to movies in The Remembered Film, where he describes 
an experience where two unrelated movies melted together in his memory after seeing them. The point of departure 
for his discussion is, however, different from that of my own. I focus on relationships between the photographs 
that are gathered in the same physical work, and connections between the photographs in the photobook and 
external pictures are mentioned only if they enable such internal connections. See: Victor Burgin, The Remembered 
Film (London: Reaktion, 2004). 
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photographed anyone or anything enough, I would never lose the person, I would 
never lose the memory, I would never lose the place. But the pictures show me 
how much I’ve lost.313  

 

Given experiences she had accumulated since the first publication of The Ballad, Goldin notes 

that the photographs in the photobook no longer resonate with her in the way they did before. 

Therefore, the work now served as a testament to memory’s instability and irretrievable loss, 

rather than to the situations in which the photographs were produced. 

The emergent aspect that Goldin came to associate with memory and, by extension, with 

the photobook ten years later, followed from experiences external to the particular reading event: 

the deaths of her friends due to AIDS or overdoses. Yet what I seek to capture by reference to 

Bergson’s dynamic and constructive notion of memory is something else: how The Ballad’s 

meaning is destabilised during the individual act of reading on the basis of the embodied 

reader’s subjective capacity for memory.314  This mnemonic dimension is characteristic of 

photobook rereading in general, and it is what allows the reader to experience a sense of 

continuity between a work’s different elements. Still, I shall argue that the complexity of the 

visual network of narrative and figural connections, which follows from Goldin’s method, 

makes it particularly urgent to take this subjective dimension into account when reading The 

Ballad.  

In the following rereading of Goldin’s photobook, I shall trace the journey of one of 

Goldin’s photographs according to the photobook’s mnemonic principle of rereading. 

Describing my repeated encounters with this particular photograph, I shall outline four different 

paths through the work, and thus four different conceptions of the social situation the 

photograph represents. The photograph in question is the photograph that has the strongest 

effect on me personally, and that therefore comes to dominate my conception of the overall 

work. It appears on page 38, above the caption ‘Roommate, New York City 1980’.315  

Tracing my repeated encounters with ‘Roommate’ allows me to become an object for 

my own perception, as I sense the shifting moods, responses, and feelings the photograph 

 
313 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 145. 
314 The displacement that Goldin describes in relation to The Ballad touches on the currently debated subject of 
‘mood’. As Rita Felski and Susan Fraiman point out, mood is generally described as ‘ambient, vague, diffuse, 
hazy, and intangible, rather than intense, and they are often contrasted to emotions in having a longer duration. 
[…] Words that occur repeatedly in descriptions of mood include “background” and “atmosphere”. Mood is like 
the weather. […] It is often used, by Heidegger and others, to convey an overall orientation to the world that causes 
it to come into view in a certain way’. I, on the other hand, am more interested in the rapid and more intense shifts 
of attention that derive from the reader’s constantly shifted positions within the particular work. Rita Felski and 
Susan Fraiman: ‘Introduction’, in ‘In the Mood’, ed. Felski and Fraiman, special issue, New Literary History 43, 
no. 3 (Summer 2012): v–vi. 
315 Fig. 2.17 (verso). 
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triggers in me.316 Yet the photograph’s journey amounts to only one of the network’s multiple 

contours, and by tracing other photographs, I could have explored other dimensions of the same 

network. Nonetheless, I argue that the same mnemonic principle of rereading governs each of 

the photobook’s various elements, and that the pattern that unfolds from my interaction with 

‘Roommate’ is thus generalisable to the work as a whole. And what that pattern supports is an 

emergent reflection on the reader’s role in the constitution of a photobook’s meaning, a role 

which Goldin’s previous readers have tended to ignore, as well as an argument on selfhood’s 

social dimension.  

Cropped by Goldin’s slightly off-angle perspective, a bed appears in the centre of 

‘Roommate’, as in several of the photobook’s other photographs.317 A white and blue dotted 

duvet is curled into a heap at the lower end of it, and a naked woman with long black hair and 

closed eyes rests in the bed’s upper end, upon murky, pink sheets. The woman’s hands touch 

her lower abdomen, and her feet are black from the dirty floors, and everyday objects such as 

sanitary devices, books, clothes, and memorabilia are scattered everywhere around her. 

While the caption draws attention to the woman depicted, she does not initially appear 

as a particularly central feature of the composition. Rather, she comes across as one object 

among all the other objects in the represented room. That impression is reinforced by the way 

her name is left out of the caption, which is unusual within The Ballad, and by the woman’s 

off-kilter position in the photograph, which allows an uninhabited space on the bed to form the 

composition’s centre. The conception of the represented woman as a part of her surroundings 

is also reinforced by the similarity between her skin colour and the colour of the sheets, which 

blurs the distinction between them. 	

Because it is impossible to determine whether the photograph’s grainy surface is an 

effect of the gritty environment depicted, or of Goldin’s photographic choices, the distinction 

between the photograph’s reference and the medium blurs, just like the distinction between the 

woman’s skin and the sheets. This blurring of the distinction between referent and medium 

illustrates how the social event of taking the photograph was, for Goldin, indistinguishable from 

the medium that opened that situation up for her: the camera. This event was also what Goldin 

wanted ‘Roommate’ to represent as accurately as possible, thus preserving it for the future in 

 
316 For practical reasons as well as for variation, I shall generally refer to the individual photographs in The Ballad 
first by their full captions, and thereafter in abbreviated form. 
317 Geoff Dyer mentions the beds that recur in Goldin’s oeuvre as part of a reflection on photographic themes that 
have influenced photographers across eras. Dyer pays attention to the bed’s different functions at different stages 
of Goldin’s career. Nonetheless, he does not discuss the multiple appearances of beds in The Ballad specifically, 
and thus does not discuss how the motif’s meaning changes during the act of reading the photobook. Geoff Dyer, 
The Ongoing Moment (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2005), 127–129. 



99 

static form. That being said, in the following rereading of ‘Roommate’, I shall demonstrate 

how The Ballad’s mnemonic principle of rereading disallows such static conceptions of 

the photograph, as my experience of it is displaced each time that I am spurred by my memory 

to revisit it. 

 

I: Don’t make me over 

In The Ballad, ‘Roommate’ is part of a sequence titled ‘Don’t make me over’ (35–43).318 That 

physical setting provides the backdrop for my first responses to Goldin’s photograph, responses 

which unfold in three stages. The ‘Don’t make me over’ sequence is the last of five consecutive 

sequences, each of which contains portraits of individual women. Each sequence refers to a 

feminine cliché: the femme fatale, the vain woman, the wild woman, the diva, and the 

submissive woman. The last, which is the subject of ‘Don’t make me over’, is represented by 

nine photographs, each of which portrays its subject in the privacy of a bath- or bedroom, 

undressed and with her eyes either closed or averted, as in the picture of Goldin’s roommate 

(38). 

‘Don’t make me over’ is the title of a soulful 1960s pop song written by Burt Bacharach 

and Hal David for Dionne Warwick. Watching a video of a 1963 live performance of the song, 

I find Warwick’s voice alternately soft, strong, and pleading when she delivers the lyrics, which 

in her voice unfold as a petition to a person whom she loves to accept her as she is.319 The sixth 

section of the lyrics goes like this: 

	
Accept me for what I am, accept me for the things that I do / Now that I can’t 
make it without you, I wouldn’t change one thing about you / Just take me inside 
your arms and hold me tight, and always be by my side, if I am wrong or right / 
I’m begging you / Don’t make me over.  

 

The singer expresses the feelings of a subject whose love has left her at the command of another 

person. And the lyrics recount how the subject begs the other person not to take advantage of 

the position of power that this entails by trying to change her. Instead, she wants her loved one 

to recognise their co-dependency as much as her individuality.  

 The song frames my conception of the photographs that belong to the ‘Don’t make me 

over’ sequence, including the photograph of Goldin’s roommate. The naked woman 

 
318 Fig. 2.16 (recto), 2.3, 2.17, 2.18, and 2.19. 
319 I refer to a 1963 video of one of Warwick’s live performances of ‘Don’t Make Me Over’. Letmetakeyouback: 
‘Dionne Warwick - Don't Make Me Over - Live 1963’. YouTube, 8 October 2010, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dDblF-J6qvY (accessed 12 September 2018). 
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in ’Roommate’ is placed at the upper-end of the bed, while the blankets are pulled away from 

the lower end, leaving it empty. In light of Warwick’s song, I read the photograph as a 

representation of a woman who is abandoned by her lover after intercourse. In my imagination, 

I now picture a man rising from the bed directly after his climax, which might have been what 

left some of the stains on the roommate’s sheets. And I then picture him leaving her alone, 

naked and vulnerable in a bed that seems too big without him.  

The roommate’s lover is absent from the actual photograph, yet for me he is 

metaphorically present through a photograph on the wall above her. The black-and-white 

photograph presents an image of oafish masculinity. It shows a man who poses in front of a car, 

with a woollen hat, chin raised, lips tight, Hawaiian shirt open, and his right hand resting on the 

buckle of his belt. As the photograph is placed directly above the roommate, he appears as a 

hunter posing over his prey, and hence as an image of the power that the absent lover has over 

the roommate because she loves him. 

Contemplating the photograph on the roommate’s wall, with the man with the odd 

woollen hat, I understand the words ‘Don’t make me over’ as the words that Goldin’s friend 

directs at her lover. And what the friend expresses is that she wants him back into bed and 

physically close. However, her position expresses clearly that she does not long for a form of 

togetherness that transgresses her physical boundaries. She pulls her knees up and turns them 

towards the wall, as if refusing to become an object for penetration. She shuts her mouth, as if 

to express that she does not want anyone to violate her bodily limits by kissing her. In addition, 

she keeps her eyes shut, as if to refuse access to her inside, or to invite an approach that lingers 

on the surface of her skin. 

Obviously, the roommate does not want anyone to violate her bodily limits. She wants 

something else, which is expressed by the way she holds her hands. The position of her hands 

brings to mind a gesture that Dionne Warwick makes in the 1963 video of ‘Don’t make me 

over’.320 In the video, while singing the words ‘Hold me tight’, Warwick folds her arms in front 

of her. And when the roommate folds her arms in front of her similarly, I thus read it as an 

expression of her wish to embrace and to be embraced. While that wish is only metaphorically 

expressed in the photograph, the urge to engage in a mutual embrace manifests itself literally 

in several other photographs in the book. One example is the photograph on page 129, which is 

captioned ‘The Hug, New York City 1980’.321 That photograph, which is also represented on 

the back of the photobook’s cover, shows a woman and a man, locked in an embrace. 

 
320 Ibid. 
321 Fig. 2.14 (recto). 
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In ‘The Hug’, the man’s and the woman’s shadows melt together into one shape, which 

becomes a sign of their co-dependency. Yet his hairy forearm, which is wrapped around her 

waist, is clearly defined against her blue dress, which underscores the autonomy of each subject. 

The photograph might hence read as a manifestation of the roommate’s dream of a co-

dependent, yet autonomous existence in relation to her loved one. That reading is supported by 

the similarities between the woman in ‘The Hug’ and the woman in ‘Roommate’, and by the 

two photographs’ captions, which associate the photographs with the same city and the same 

year. 

When hugging, the skin can be said to become a prosthesis in its own right, in the sense 

that it allows a subject to extend his or her being across another person’s world. Still, Goldin’s 

roommate’s skin merely extends into matter, since her skin touches the skin-coloured sheets 

she is lying on. And although she might be craving for a mutually constitutive relationship with 

her man, beyond the bed, I experience her as sadly irrelevant to his world in the moment 

captured by Goldin’s lens. With that experience, a sense of pity for the abandoned woman wells 

up in me. 

 

* 

 

At the first stage of my initial encounter with ‘Roommate’, in relation to the ‘Don’t make me 

over’ sequence, I simply lost myself in Goldin’s photograph and sought to explain the scene by 

reference to the roommate’s absent, male lover. But while pondering the photograph’s details 

for a longer time, I became aware of a reflection from Goldin’s flash in a picture frame on the 

roommate’s wall, as well as of the photograph’s peculiar off-centre composition. Those two 

details do not point to an external referential realm, but rather to the photographer’s authorial 

presence in front of the scene. And this redefinition of perspective marks my transition to the 

second stage of my initial reading of ‘Roommate’. 

My redefined perspective interestingly implies a new conception of the ‘Don’t make me 

over’ lyrics. For when I no longer read the roommate’s figure as a reflection of a male figure 

operating on the photograph’s periphery, I realise that the lyrics might not be about a man, nor 

about a lover, but possibly about a friend. By that, I come to conceive of the lyrics of ‘Don’t 

make me over’ as a plea that the model directs at the photographer, asking her not to take 

advantage of the vulnerable position that the model finds herself in while posing in front of 

Goldin’s camera. 
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 Naked under the photographer’s flash, being looked down on by the camera, the 

roommate can do nothing but beg Goldin not to take advantage of her position of power by 

reducing her to a feminine cliché. That request is expressed by the vacant spot next to the 

roommate on the bed, which reads as a metaphorical invitation to the photographer to step down 

to the same level as her model. Fortunately, Goldin seems to respond to that request. For instead 

of photographing the other girl simply as a body, the photographer allows the camera to fathom 

not just the model herself but also the multiple objects that surround her.  

Artworks, clothes, photographs, a box of jewellery, a poster with a political slogan, a 

telephone, and a crucifix might all be understood as prostheses, which at one point or another 

might have enabled the roommate to reach actively into the world, and thereby to constitute a 

complex subjectivity beyond her gender. This prosthetic interrelation between the human model 

and the things that surround her in the photograph is emphasised by the way in which Goldin 

places the roommate off-centre in the photograph of her, on a grainy surface that blurs the 

distinction between the female figure and her physical environment. 

By including the wider context, Goldin’s approach to the other can read as a 

metaphorical embrace. That is, Goldin’s approach can read as an accepting gesture that does 

not seek to control the vulnerable other, but rather to recognise the complexity of the other’s 

individuality, which the roommate seeks to protect by gently wrapping her arms around herself. 

At this second stage of my initial encounter with the photograph I thus see a social situation 

where the photographer and her model meet on the same level, in an encounter that shows the 

kind of ‘deep tenderness’ and ‘openly tactile’ form of being together that the photographer 

associates with female community. 322  Since I know how valuable this kind of female 

companionship can be, this impression makes me happy for the roommate, rather than full of 

pity. 

 

* 

 

Whether Goldin actually experienced a particularly female bonding with her roommate at the 

moment of taking her photograph is impossible for me to confirm or deny. But as I enter the 

third and last stage of the reading process that unfolds from viewing the ‘Don’t make me over’ 

sequence, the question seems to become irrelevant. That is, it becomes irrelevant because my 

interests in the meanings that Goldin might or might not have indicated start to fade as my 

 
322 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 7. 
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embodied response to the photograph becomes increasingly intense. At first, I read the 

photograph of the roommate as a reflection of a man’s absence. However, that reading changed 

over time, as I came to read the same photograph as expressive of a social situation that engaged 

the roommate and the photographer in a mutually constitutive relationship, aided by the 

prosthetic camera device. What emerged in and by that same process was, however, my own 

stereotypical notion of gender, which I had applied to the photograph in the first place, as I 

readily responded to the picture as a cliché of female subordination. 

Over time, I came to view the roommate as an autonomous person with a life that I was 

in no position to grasp in its entirety. That life, I realised, could not be reduced to her possible 

relationship with a man whose picture is, after all, only one of many pictures on her wall. Still, 

when I realised that it was possible to conceive of the roommate as something else than a 

feminine stereotype, I also became shamefully aware of the prejudices that I had first met the 

photograph with.  

As I came to recognise the woman in ‘Roommate’ as a singular person, I found my own 

body dishonourably present in her world. By that, I find the plea that she directs to the other 

through the lyrics of Warwick’s song reconfigured a second time, since I now find them targeted 

at me, rather than at a lover or the photographer. At that moment, the idea of hugging the naked 

woman on the bed appears as a brutal transgression of her personal space, and thus as a way of 

violating her again.  

While unpleasant, the feeling of shame caused by confronting my own private 

prejudices interestingly carried me beyond ‘Roommate’s’ representational level. As it turned 

out, that feeling showed that no matter how hard Goldin tried to control my responses to her 

work, she could not turn my private body off. That sensation might, as I see it, be what allowed 

me to remember the photograph of the roommate so vividly that it kept coming back as a 

constantly changing memory image during my ensuing interaction with The Ballad network. 

 

II: The dotted duvet 

In the current section, I shall outline a second rereading of ‘Roommate’, which enables four 

different conceptions of the social situation that the photograph represents, and thus four 

different emotional responses to the same photograph. The path that I will outline here develops 

from the recognition of a dotted duvet that I suddenly remembered to have seen at the feet of 

Goldin’s friend in ‘Roommate, New York City 1980’ (38), and also in four other photographs 
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taken the same year and in the same city (86, 110, 133, 134).323 In the present section, I want 

to demonstrate how each reappearance of this duvet brings into focus a series of visual aspects 

that are all to be found in ‘Roommate’, yet that alternatingly appear or recede from focus on 

the basis of my shifted positions within the photobook.  

Speaking in linear terms, the first reappearance of the dotted duvet after ‘Roommate’ is 

on page 86, in the photograph captioned ‘Ectopic pregnancy scar, New York City 1980’.324 The 

photograph represents a woman, though it leaves her head and lower legs out of the frame. The 

woman wears a black sweater, but her genitals and abdomen are exposed to us, and the latter 

shows a moist, red stitched-up scar. The photograph is part of a sequence of five photographs 

of individually depicted women (83–87). 325  Two women are crying, and the other three 

respectively battered, bruised, and scarred, which allows for a literal connection between the 

visual sequence and the section’s title ‘Sweet blood call’.  

The section’s title refers to a blues sung by Louisiana Red about a lover’s violent urge 

to penetrate his loved one’s skin to gain access to an inner realm of feelings. The song reads as 

a metaphor for a brutal desire to access what lies behind the surface that Goldin, through the 

photograph, seems to associate equally with man and with a certain approach to realist art and 

photography. Still, this kind of visual approach is what Goldin makes difficult by attuning the 

reader to the un-erotic surface-quality of scars and bruises, for example through the association 

of Louisiana Red’s last name and the blood-red colour on the women’s skin.  

In light of my recognition of the dotted duvet, which implied a mnemonic activation of 

‘Roommate’, ‘Ectopic pregnancy scar’ primarily takes on a witnessing function. In my mind, 

the photograph thus becomes a fragment of a history of a failed pregnancy that I – in accordance 

with the point of view encouraged by the ‘Sweet blood call’ sequence – seek traces of also on 

Goldin’s roommate’s skin. Interestingly, that point of view allows for a radical distortion of the 

experience that I initially had in relation to the photograph, since it brings a whole other range 

of visual elements into view than the ones I was drawn to before.  

At this stage of the rereading process, the dotted duvet is brought into focus, but so is 

an indeterminate black object placed next to the roommate’s head in the bed. While I was unable 

to determine the status of that black figure before, and did not think it mattered much either, it 

now takes form as the black sweater that was worn by the subject in the ‘Ectopic pregnancy 

scar’ photograph. The now unworn sweater also takes on meaning as a symbol for the vacancy 

 
323 Fig. 2.17 (verso), 2.15 (verso), 2.7 (verso), 2.6 (recto), and 2.12 (verso). 
324 Fig. 2.15 (verso). 
325 Fig. 2.20, 2.21, and 2.15. 
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inside the woman, which is caused by the removal of the failed pregnancy the ‘Ectopic 

pregnancy scar’ speaks of. Similarly, the way in which the woman in ‘Roommate’ touches her 

lower stomach brings to mind the way in which the scarred woman in ‘Ectopic pregnancy scar’ 

gently touches the skin on her hip. This similarity suggests that both figures attempt to reconnect 

with bodies that are made unfamiliar by a surgeon’s prosthetic tools. 

The relationship between ‘Ectopic pregnancy scar’ and ‘Roommate’ allows for a 

reading of the latter as a photograph of a woman with a personal history of loss inscribed onto 

her body. In that light, she no longer appears as an image of the gender stereotype of the 

submissive female, which was indicated by Goldin’s physical insertion of ‘Roommate’ in the 

‘Don’t make me over’ sequence. That context made difficult an erotic attitude towards the 

photograph of Goldin’s roommate, and so does the current context, which presents the woman 

in the photograph as an expression of a mother without a child. Nonetheless, the current reading 

allows feelings of compassion and sympathy to replace the feeling of shame that emerged from 

my first reading of her photograph, since I no longer feel implicated in the represented woman’s 

misery. 

 

* 
 
The dotted duvet appears again on page 110, in the photograph captioned ‘Twisting at my 

birthday party, New York City 1980’.326 This reappearance implies a mnemonic activation 

of ’Roommate’, which provides yet another reading of the depicted woman’s situation, as I 

shall show in the following. ‘Twisting at my birthday party’ shows a group of Goldin’s friends 

eating cake and dancing at what appears to be a party with a 1960s theme. The boys wear rolled-

up shirt sleeves and a girl wears her hair in a bouffant, a photograph of Jackie and John F. 

Kennedy is pinned to the wall, and two disembodied Kewpie Dolls’ heads in a window frame 

appear as relics of the 1960s childhood that Goldin and her dancing friends have left behind.327  

In ‘Twisting at my birthday party’, the dotted duvet is seen with the blue-on-white 

pattern reversed, on a bed in the lower-right corner of the photograph. In the photograph of 

Goldin’s birthday party, there are two people sitting on the bed, yet it is difficult to determine 

who they are since only their feet reach into the photograph’s frame. However, the similarity 

 
326 Fig. 2.7 (verso). 
327 I am indebted to Kate Wolf for my recognition of the Kewpie Dolls’ heads as a characteristic feature of a 1960s 
childhood. Kate Wolf, ‘The Ballad Continues: On Nan Goldin’, New York Review of Books, 23 December 2012, 
https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/the-ballad-continues-on-nan-goldin/#! (accessed 6 September 2017). 
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between the soft-pink colour on the toenails of the person to the left and on the fingernails of 

the woman in ‘Ectopic pregnancy scar’ enables a reading of the unidentified woman in 

‘Twisting at my birthday party’ as the woman with the belly scar, and by extension, as the 

woman in ‘Roommate’. This similarity brings into view a set of three visual factors that I now 

remember having seen in ‘Roommate’, but had not consciously noticed before. First, a New 

York Times front page on the wall, with the words ‘smash the state’ printed in bold black letters 

across it; second, a large, green telephone stuck to the wall; and third, an industrial lamp that 

was unlit in the ‘Roommate’ photograph but that directs a warm, yellow light towards the 

ceiling in ‘Twisting at my birthday party’. 

The photograph of Goldin’s dancing friends belongs to a four-picture sequence titled 

‘Downtown’ (109–112).328 The four pictures document how Goldin’s friends are constituted as 

a group by aid of prostheses such as food (‘Picnic on the Esplanade, Boston 1973’, 109), shared 

dance moves and similar clothing (‘Twisting at my birthday party, New York City 1980’, 110), 

and board games (‘Monopoly game, New York City 1980’, 111). 

The sequence title, ‘Downtown’, refers to a 1964 hit song with the same name, which 

was made famous by Petula Clark’s cheerful and childishly innocent voice. The song’s lyrics 

urge the listener to leave the confines of the home and to go out and down to the city centre to 

escape loneliness and be ‘happy again’. ‘Downtown’, Clark tells us, ‘you may find someone to 

help and understand you / Someone who is just like you and needs a gentle hand to guide them 

along’. The quote can read as a reference to human touch as an active force that can provide the 

subject that Clark sings to with the prosthetic ability to extend a hitherto isolated body into 

another person’s world.  

A prosthetic capacity also seems to be associated with dance, since Clark calls us to 

‘listen to the rhythm of a gentle bossa nova / You’ll be dancing with him too before the night 

is over / Happy again’. These lyrics indicate that music might allow previously isolated bodies 

to form a swinging, shaking, moving entity in dance, and thereby reach prosthetically into each 

other’s worlds, like the friends in ’Twisting at my birthday party’ seem to be doing.  

In the introduction to The Ballad, Goldin writes about her family of friends that although 

there is a desire for a ‘more open-ended’ sense of community, there is also ‘a desire for the 

intimacy of the blood family’.329 While the song’s lyrics highlight the homogeneity of Goldin’s 

tribe as they appear in the ‘Downtown’ sequence, the 1960s tune also enhances a feeling of 

 
328 Fig. 2.22, 2.7, and 2.23 (verso). 
329 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 6. 
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nostalgia for the time of these kids’ childhoods and early teens. That feeling of nostalgia is also 

characteristic of the other photographs in the same sequence.  

First, nostalgia is implied by the 1960s theme of the gathering shown in ‘Twisting at my 

birthday party’,330 and by the childishly smiling girl in the photograph’s centre, the dance moves 

of the twist, and especially the Kewpie Dolls’ heads in the window. Second, a sense of nostalgia 

characterises ‘Picnic at the Esplanade, Boston 1973’ (109).331 That photograph shows Goldin’s 

friends engaged in the conventional family ritual of the outdoor picnic, as they share a large 

cake that brings to mind childhood birthday parties. Third, a sense of nostalgia for a time now 

past is activated by ‘Monopoly game, New York City 1980’ (111),332 where a group of friends 

is playing Monopoly and drinking coffee like a conservative 1960s family would. In the 

background, we see a Pepsi-Cola ad that may also be from the 1960s, enhancing the feeling of 

nostalgia for a decade now past. 

At this stage of the mnemonic process of rereading, the golden light that runs through 

the ‘Downtown’ sequence reads as an expression of the loss of the intimacy of the blood 

family’s rituals that Goldin’s friends carry with them in the form of nostalgia. This nostalgia 

seems to involve a loss of community that they apparently compensate for by adopting the 

common ethics that the photographer associates with her tribe. In the photobook’s written 

introduction, she tells us that she and her friends are ‘bonded not by blood or place, but by a 

similar morality, the need to live fully and for the moment, a disbelief in the future, a similar 

respect for honesty, a need to push limits, and a common history’.333 Those ethics provide her 

friends with the status of a group, for which their visual homogeneity, which is striking in the 

‘Downtown’ photographs, is a sign as much as a prosthetically constituting factor. 

‘Twisting at my birthday party’ speaks to Goldin’s description of her bohemian group 

of friends and their late nights, heavy alcohol consumption, and punkish clothes in the work’s 

paratextual material. The newspaper front page with the phrase ‘smash the state’ on the 

roommate’s wall suggests that these habits are genuine expressions of a shared politics (38).334 

Still, the ‘Downtown’ lyrics indicate they might also be considered prosthetic tools that the 

alienated kids Goldin surrounds her with apply in order to feel connected. From my current 

position within The Ballad, triggered by my reencounter with the dotted duvet in ‘Twisting at 

 
330 Fig. 2.7 (verso). 
331 Fig. 2.22. 
332 Fig. 2.7 (recto). 
333 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 6. 
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my birthday party’, ‘Roommate’ is thus mnemonically activated in yet another reconfigured 

form.  

At this point of the rereading process, ‘Roommate’ comes across as representing the 

excessive lifestyle Goldin describes in the afterword to the 1996 edition of The Ballad.335 In 

this redefined context, the roommate appears to be sleeping off the effects of last night’s 

overindulgence in the apartment she shares with Goldin. I also recognise that the black colour 

of the bottoms of her feet might be a result of barefoot dancing on the apartment’s dirty floors. 

And I imagine how Petula Clark’s ‘Downtown’ still rings in her head as a fading memory of 

last night’s soundtrack.  

The mask on the wall above the woman in ‘Roommate’ supports the song’s indication 

that the bohemian lifestyle Goldin’s roommate shares with the rest of Goldin’s tribe is, more 

than anything, a role that she actively assumes to compensate for a feeling of loneliness. Yet at 

this stage of the mnemonic rereading process, I no longer read that loneliness as the result of a 

failed pregnancy, but rather as the effect of the loss of the blood family’s intimacy. That is a 

loss that the roommate’s gentle hand on her stomach apparently seeks to comfort and that the 

styles, music, slogans, and booze she shared with her friends the night before the photograph 

was taken might have enabled a temporary prosthetic escape from.  

On the right side of the ‘Twisting at my birthday party’ photograph there is a girl who 

looks like a young Debbie Harry. While the cigarette in her hand and her bohemian attire and 

smeared makeup take me back to the present of Goldin’s friends, her figure also brings me back 

to my own present moment. The girl looks directly into Goldin’s lens and thereby at me, as if 

inviting me to join their group. This is a group that Goldin associates with a particular ‘ability 

to listen and to empathize’.336 I empathise with what I now perceive as the roommate’s struggle 

for connection and happiness, yet those feelings are infused with an ironic distance that 

reconfigures my emotional response to ‘Roommate’ yet again.  

Given the notion of bohemianism as a role the woman in ‘Roommate’ assumes, the 

newspaper front page with the words ‘smash the state’, which is pinned to the wall above her 

head, now reads as a somewhat childish statement. And her insistence on lying naked in bed in 

the daytime – the clock on the bedside table shows 11:45 – reads as a similarly demonstrative 

confirmation of the glamorisation of the romantic, self-indulgent bohemianism that Goldin 

 
335 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 145. 
336 Op. cit., 7. 
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retrospectively associates with the lifestyle she shared with her tribe before the advent of AIDS 

radically changed its premises.337  

 

* 
 

The eighth of the nine larger sequences in The Ballad focuses on heterosexual couples. It 

contains five subsections, each of which represents one aspect of sexual dependency. These 

aspects are respectively enthrallment, bitterness, dependency, destructiveness, and obsession. 

The last section contains three photographs of couples in bed, during or directly after sex (133–

135).338 The men are shown on top and the women underneath. The same holds for ‘Man and 

woman in slips, New York City 1980’ (133), where the dotted duvet appears for the third time. 

The photograph shows a man and a woman with equally short, dark hair. Both wear women’s 

slips and he has wrapped his legs around her, while she has placed a hand with red-and-black-

painted fingernails on his back.   

The title of the section where I encounter the photograph of the man and woman in slips 

is ‘The ballad of sexual obsession’. Like the title of Goldin’s book, The Ballad of Sexual 

Dependency, the section’s title is a valid translation of the title of Brecht and Weill’s song Die 

Ballade von der Sexuelle Hörigkeit. Yet while ‘dependency’ might lead to ‘obsession’, the two 

are not analogue states, and the photobook’s title and the section’s title thus do not mean exactly 

the same thing. While ‘dependency’ refers to a state of being subordinate to an alien force,339 

‘obsession’ denotes the hostile act of besieging or – in the psychological sense of the term – of 

taking possession of another subject.340  

The reference to besieging seems apt, given the section’s photographs of men who crawl 

over their women while apparently breathing them in with their eyes closed. Nevertheless, the 

song that the section’s title refers to thwarts the reading of the men as empowered subjects, 

since it tells the story of a generally strong man who is brought to his demise by his sexual 

appetite for women. This reading implies that the men who are represented in Goldin’s 

photographs are not engaged in acts of besieging, but rather that they are themselves besieged 

 
337 Op. cit., 145. 
338 Fig. 2.6 (recto) and 2.12. 
339Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. ‘Dependency, n.’, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/50244?redirectedFrom=dependency#eid (accessed 28 August 2019). 
340Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. ‘Obsession, n.’, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/129901?redirectedFrom=obsession#eid (accessed 28 August 2019). 
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by a sexual desire that leaves them powerless next to the women who appear with them in the 

photographs. 

The conception of the represented men as the passive victims of a sexual appetite they 

are unable to control renegotiates the power distribution between the genders that is indicated 

by the men’s position on top of the women. When I go back to ‘Man and woman in slips’ on 

that basis, I am drawn to the vampire-like painted fingernails of the female figure, which 

suggest a witch-like power. Also, and even more strikingly, I am drawn to the fact that the male 

lover is wearing a woman’s negligee, which I now read as a sign of the woman’s power to 

mould the lover in line with her desires. Furthermore, the reference to the lyrics of Brecht and 

Weill’s song infers a reading of the woman’s arm on the man’s back as a possessive gesture. 

And this reference allows for a reading of her facial expression as a self-contented grin, which 

indicates that she is aware of the effect she has on him.  

While the woman with the boyish haircut seems to assume a position of control, because 

of her erotic power, the eye-catching similarity between her and the man in the woman’s 

negligee indicates that the fact she is empowered does not mean he is disempowered. The 

conception of the man and the woman as different, yet equal, is supported by a picture on the 

roommate’s wall that shows the ancient Egyptian queen Nefertiti (c. 1370–c. 1330 BC). 

Nefertiti assumed religious status and thus kingly privileges similar to those of Egypt’s male 

rulers because of her feminine body shape and garments, and because of her reproductive 

capacity. These factors allowed for a conception of her as a living fertility goddess, with the 

accompanying privileges, and for her to assume a status usually awarded only to men.341 

The dotted duvet enables a mnemonic link between the photograph of the man and 

woman in slips and ‘Roommate’ that allows me to recognise the women in the two photographs 

as different representations of the same person, though with different haircuts and differently 

coloured nails. While the dotted duvet is present in both photographs, the sheets are changed, 

which indicates that the photographs are taken at different times. The body of the woman in the 

negligee, which is visible through the transparent fabric, shows no sign of a scar. Thus, I assume 

‘Man and woman in slips’ was taken before the other photograph and that it might even show 

the event that caused the failed pregnancy to occur.  

The sequential context that governs the appearance of ‘Man and woman in slips’, and 

its implied association with the lyrics for Die Ballade von der Sexuelle Hörigkeit, does, however, 

call off my search for biographical connections. Instead, I find myself led towards a level of 

 
341 Jayce Tyldesley, ‘Nefertiti: Queen of Egypt’, Encyclopædia Britannica, 
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Nefertiti (accessed 19 November 2018). 
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sexual politics that rubs off on ‘Roommate’. Given the reactivation of ‘Roommate’ within the 

context of ‘Man and woman in slips’, a context which I read as a representation of female 

strength and gender equality, the relationship between Goldin and the roommate becomes 

symbolic of the ‘solidarity and amazonic strength’ that Goldin associates with female groups.342  

At this stage of the rereading process, a previously inexplicable object assumes 

centrality. It is a red paper scroll that hangs from the wall in the upper-left corner of the 

‘Roommate’ photograph (38). That object enables a reference to Carolee Schneemann’s iconic 

1975 Interior Scroll performance. Interior Scroll was carried out the year before Goldin 

embarked on The Ballad project. For the performance, Schneemann climbed onto a long table, 

and wrapped herself in and unwrapped herself from sheets while she conducted a series of live-

model ‘action poses’. After that, she drew a narrow scroll of paper, like the one in the 

photograph of the roommate, from her vagina and read a conversation aloud to her public from 

it.  

Schneemann’s talk sets intuition and bodily processes traditionally associated with 

women against notions of order and rationality, which are conventionally associated with 

men.343 In light of the paper scroll that hangs from the ceiling in ‘Roommate’, I thus come to 

read the roommate’s position as a loose reference to Schneemann’s position in one of the 

photographs that document the performance.344 The photograph shows the artist on her back on 

the table with the sheets beside her and her legs raised in a position that resembles that of 

Goldin’s roommate. Thereby, Schneemann’s work becomes the nave that my reading of 

‘Roommate’ comes to revolve around. 

Schneemann insisted on the explicitly sexual character of the human body, and the 

ritualistic performance of Interior Scroll was the culmination of an artistic process focused on 

‘vulvic space’. The artist’s refusal to divorce sexual experience from art making was intended 

as a return to the female body as a source of sacred knowledge and experience. With the 

association between ‘Roommate’ and the series of photographs that document Schneemann’s 

project, the figure on a box on the roommate’s floor – which looks like an abstract rendition of 

a woman’s external sex organ – is brought into view as a symbol of femininity. So is the abstract 

pattern on a wall-hung poster that now resembles a woman’s inner reproductive organs. And 

 
342 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 7. 
343  Elizabeth Manchester, ‘Carolee Schneemann: Interior Scroll, 1975’, Tate.org, November 2003, 
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/schneemann-interior-scroll-p13282 (accessed 08 September 2017). 
344 Fig. 2.24.  



112 

since the poster is pinned to the wall next to the crucifix, the female sex seems to become a site 

of sacred power here as it does in Schneemann’s performance. 

In light of Interior Scroll, the roommate’s way of touching her lower stomach and her 

curled-up position on the bed read as a representation of the aftermath of Schneemann’s 

performance. In the photograph of the roommate, the scroll is unfurled and hung up on the wall. 

But whereas Schneemann’s scroll was white, the roommate’s is red, which indicates that the 

woman who pulled it from her vagina was having her period. That reading is supported by the 

Tampax® tampon box on the floor, but also by the way that Goldin’s roommate has placed her 

hands on the lower part of her stomach. Rather than an indication of a failed pregnancy or of 

the loneliness that followed her departure from the family home, it now reads as an indication 

of the stomach ache that tends to accompany a woman’s period.  

Conventionally, menstruation has been considered as a taboo subject and as an unclean 

process. However, in light of ‘Man and woman in slips’, via the connection to Schneemann’s 

art, menstruation is here redefined as a source of spiritual wisdom. This conception of 

menstruation is pointed to by the illustration on the case that lies on top of the Tampax® box, 

which reads simultaneously as a vagina and as a ‘mandorla’, the almond-shaped frame that 

commonly surrounds Jesus and Virgin Mary in traditional Christian art.  

In the 1970s and 1980s, a range of feminist artists began to challenge the artworld’s 

male dominance and its inherent conception of woman as man’s other.345 These artists, who 

prominently included Laura Mulvey and Carolee Schneemann, sought to rewrite the female 

body as a figure of power on the same level as the male body. In light of ‘Man and woman in 

slips’, I have come to read ‘Roommate’ as a contribution to this feminist discourse, in the sense 

that this connection enables a rereading of the process of menstruation as a source of a power 

that resides in the female body alone. Thereby, any remaining trace of an ironic smile is wiped 

from my face and replaced by an expression of admiration for the female body and what it is 

capable of, which the photograph of Goldin’s roommate now represents. 

* 
 
The photograph that follows directly after ‘Man and woman in slips’, ‘Roommates in bed, New 

York City 1980’ (134),346 is where I see the dotted blanket for the last time. ‘Roommates in bed’ 

 
345 Mulvey and Wollen’s essay film, Riddles of the Sphinx, is one example. Laura Mulvey and Peter Wollen, 
Riddles of the Sphinx (Great Britain: British Film Institute, 1977). 
346 Fig. 2.12 (verso). 
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is part of the same section as ’Man and woman in slips’ (133–135),347 and it shows the same 

man and woman as the previous photograph does, but this time during sex. On the basis of the 

two photographs’ physical proximity in the photobook, ‘Roommates in bed’ appears as an 

expansion on the subject of female empowerment that was opened up by ‘Man and woman in 

slips’. Still, I find the subject of female empowerment approached from another perspective in 

‘Roommates in bed’, that is, on the basis of a play with a series of gender metaphors that I shall 

address one by one in the following. 

On the wall above the copulating pair on page 134, directly above their heads, is a 

postcard decorated with a waxing half-moon. The moon, which reflects light shed upon it by 

the sun, is traditionally considered to be a metaphor for woman and passive reproduction.348 

The sun, on the other hand, is referred to by the ‘X’ that is tattooed to the photographed man’s 

arm. In nineteenth-century scholarly literature, all kinds of cross symbols, including X-shaped 

ones, were interpreted as so-called ‘Sonnenkreuze’, that is, as solar symbols.349 In opposition 

to the moon, the sun is considered to be a masculine power, and associated with active 

production.350  

The two crossing lines of the ‘X’ might, however, not just read as a solar symbol, but 

also as a crossroads, that is, as an intersection where subjects can choose to depart from their 

current route and head off in a new direction. This possibility of choosing speaks to the implied 

redefinition of gender roles at the heart of Goldin’s endeavour, which she comments on in the 

introduction: ‘Rather than accept gender distinction, the point is to redefine it. Along with the 

clichés, there is the decision to live out the alternatives, even to change one’s sex, which to me 

is the ultimate act of autonomy’.351  

As I explained in the previous section, ‘Man and woman in slips’ contributes to the 

redefinition of gender roles that Goldin seeks. First, the photograph shows a woman who 

opposes the conventional notion of woman in terms of fertility, since it depicts the unproductive 

female figure from the ‘Ectopic pregnancy scar’ photograph. Second, the photograph depicts a 

man who opposes the conventional notion of the male as the subject behind an erotic gaze who 

feasts on women’s bodies. The reason for this is that he, by dressing in a woman’s negligee, 

appears as an object for a desiring gaze on the same level as the woman.  

 
347 Fig. 2.6 (recto) and 2.12. 
348 J. E. Circlot, A Dictionary of Symbols, trans. Jack Sage (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978), 214–217. 
349 This is one example: Anne Roes, ‘An Iranian Standard Used as a Christian Symbol’, The Journal of Hellenic 
Studies 57, no. 2 (1937): 251. 
350 Circlot, A Dictionary of Symbols, 317–320. 
351 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 7. 
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Like ‘Man and woman in slips’, ‘Roommates in bed’ also redistributes qualities that are 

traditionally associated either with man or woman. This implies a conception of the depicted 

woman as empowered, and the man as a disempowered subject who is negated through the 

activity of lovemaking. And by that, the ‘X’ tattoo on the arm of the man seen in ‘Roommates 

in bed’ takes on yet another meaning as a sign for his negation.352 The conception of the man 

in the photograph as annulled by the act of love is also supported by an alternative reading of 

the ‘X’ as the ‘crux decussata’, which is the X-shaped cross that Saint Andrew, the martyr, died 

on.353 Furthermore, since the name Andrew means ‘manly’, this indicates a reading of the man 

depicted in ‘Roommates in bed’ as a martyr for his own masculinity. 

The reading of the man in ‘Roommates in bed’ as a victim is supported by a third reading 

of the ‘X’ as the signature of the illiterate and thereby as an indication of the man’s inability to 

express himself. 354  The woman, on the other hand, expresses herself freely through the 

paintings and drawings that are pasted onto the wall of her room. In this context, a drawing of 

a woman with the same haircut as the roommate, which now reads as a self-portrait and thereby 

as a literal expression of her subjectivity, seems particularly significant. 

At this stage of my interaction with The Ballad, ‘Roommate’ is mnemonically activated 

again, in ways that reinforce my conception of the photographed woman as a symbol of female 

empowerment. In light of ‘Roommates in bed’, which attributes the qualities of passivity, 

reproduction, and silence to man, the photograph of the Nefertiti bust is brought into focus again 

as a sign of man’s redundancy. In this light, it becomes possible to read Goldin’s roommate as 

a woman who auto-erotically pleasures herself as an independent and modern-day Nefertiti. 

And thereby, the female orgasm, like menstruation at an earlier stage of the mnemonic rereading 

process, is redefined as a sign of female empowerment. 

The active force behind the female realm of power is not an already-given feature 

possessed by the roommate, but is rather a prosthetically constituted factor that comes to light 

in and by a force external – a word that might be abbreviated to the letter ‘X’ – to the 

photograph’s motif: Goldin’s prosthetic camera.355 While the camera itself is absent from the 

scene, its presence is pointed to by the flash of light that reflects in the unlit lamp above the 

roommate’s head and in the wooden frame on the wall. Yet at the current stage of the rereading 

process, that light does not shine back at the photographer behind the camera but at me, who 

 
352 The Free Dictionary, s.v. ‘X’, https://www.thefreedictionary.com/X (accessed 28 September 2018). 
353 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. ‘Andrew, n.’, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/7315?redirectedFrom=andrew& (accessed 1 October 2018). 
354 The Free Dictionary, s.v. ‘X’, https://www.thefreedictionary.com/X (accessed 28 September 2018). 
355 Ibid. 
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now find myself drawn into the scene by the delayed rays of Goldin’s flash. And I accept that 

invitation and enter the scene with a feeling of admiration for the roommate, given the way in 

which the photograph reconfigures the female orgasm into a symbol of strength. That response 

does, however, interweave with a feeling of embarrassment, since my engagement in the 

photograph implies that I intrude upon a subject who I now perceive as being absorbed in an 

erotic situation for which she does not need any other body than her own. 

 

III: Touching childhood trauma 

Within algebra, the ‘X’ refers to a factor of variability that Goldin plays with within the above-

outlined sequence.356 Yet the same figure is also what takes me beyond the frames of the 

photographs with the dotted duvet, when I note that it is possible to read the ‘X’ as a 

Christogram, that is, as a symbol of Jesus Christ, who was the founding father of Christianity, 

but Jewish.357 Thereby, a third path through The Ballad is opened, since it activates my memory 

of the crucifix on the wall above Goldin’s friend in ‘Roommate’ and of the roommate’s 

characteristically Jewish features, which I suddenly find uncannily similar to those of the Jewish 

girl who might have been Goldin’s roommate in the past: her older sister Barbara. 

Barbara’s figure is captured in the family photograph placed at the end of the 

introductory text (9),358 after the written passage that recounts Goldin’s life in light of her 

sister’s suicide. The photograph shows the older sister in front of her Jewish family’s suburban 

dwelling in Silver Spring, Maryland in 1964, the year before she took her life at only eighteen 

by lying down on the tracks of a commuter train outside Washington, D.C. At the time, suicide 

was an unmentionable subject, Goldin tells us in the introduction. Nonetheless, she instinctively 

understood the forces that drove Barbara to choose suicide. The reason for this was that she 

recognised herself in her older sister, and thus saw clearly the role that conservative notions of 

female sexuality – widely held even in the ‘liberal’ 1960s – played in her destruction.359  

In the introductory text, Goldin tells us that Barbara’s psychiatrist horridly predicted 

that she would end up like her older sister. That prediction made her run away from home at 

only fourteen. That decision fundamentally changed her life, since travel allowed her to enter 

into contact with a group of individuals who lived their lives without respect for the norms and 

 
356 Ibid. 
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358 Fig. 2.25 (recto). 
359 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 8. 
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restrictions that had tied her down in her childhood and early teens. This freedom allowed her 

to ‘recreate’ herself without ‘losing’ herself in relation to a new family of close friends.360  

The roommate’s long, flowing black hair and aquiline nose, which she shares with the 

photographer, certainly makes her a fitting stand-in for the absent sister. And when realising 

the possibility for reading ‘Roommate’ as a symbolic Barbara, the connection appears eerily 

natural. First of all, the roommate is among the few of Goldin’s models who are not named in 

the caption below the photograph, which supports a reading of her as an actor who is merely 

playing the role of Barbara.361  Furthermore, the mask that is stuck to the wall above the 

roommate similarly indicates role play, and the industrial lamp – which appears in different 

settings throughout the photobook – suggests that the scene is staged for the camera and not an 

event that the photographer unwittingly stumbled upon.  

The association between ‘Roommate, New York City 1980’ and Goldin’s 

autobiographical story of her sister’s death, and the way in which her sister’s suicide led to her 

own recreation in places far away from the family home, allows an entire selection of 

photographs from The Ballad to form a readerly unit in my memory. While these photographs 

do not hold any direct documentary relationship with Goldin’s recreation story, or with the 

actual dates and places of those events, it is possible to read each one as a symbol of a particular 

stage in the photographer’s autobiographical tale. The photographs that I bring together, in the 

order in which I recollect them in my memory, are ‘The Parents at a French restaurant, 

Cambridge, Mass. 1985’ (13), ‘Self-portrait in bed, New York City 1981’ (39), ‘Twin graves, 

Isla Mujeres, Mexico 1982’ (141), and a group of photographs of young people travelling (19, 

46, 48, 88, 89, 116, 117, 119).362 In the following, these photographs shall form a backdrop for 

a commentary on how the context of Goldin’s written recreation story allows for yet another 

rereading of the social situation that ‘Roommate’ represents. 

Within the context of Goldin’s story of suicide, travel, and recreation, Goldin’s 

roommate’s room (38) becomes a representation of the sister’s bedroom in the Goldin family 

home in Silver Spring, Maryland. That illusion is supported by a couple of childish drawings 

on the wall, respectively a fashion drawing and a sketch of a cartoon-like figure. The idea of 

 
360 Op. cit., 9. 
361 The woman referred to as ‘J.’ in the photograph captioned ‘J. and C.Z. in the car, New York City 1984’ (89), 
fig. 2.31 (recto), seems to be the same woman as the one in ‘Roommate’. The indication of a name that begins 
with the letter ‘J.’ excludes the photograph of the women in the car from the current sequential context where I 
associate the roommate’s picture with Goldin’s sister Barbara. It does, however, not invalidate it, since the 
difference between the introverted look of the roommate and the extroverted expression of ‘J.’ – which is enhanced 
by heavy makeup – makes it difficult to recognise them as one and the same person. 
362 Fig. 2.26 (recto), 2.17 (recto), 2.27 (recto), 2.28, 2.29 (verso), 2.30 (verso), 2.31, 2.32, and 2.33. 
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Goldin’s roommate as a representation of her sister Barbara also reorients my attention to the 

photograph of the man with the woollen hat and Hawaiian shirt, which I mentioned in the first 

reading of ‘Roommate’.  

At the current stage of the mnemonic rereading process, the man with the woollen hat 

no longer reads as a photograph of the roommate’s lover, but as the typical teenage idol poster 

that young girls pin to their bedroom walls. In this new context, his bare chest, his carelessly 

dangling hand on the buckle of his belt, and his confronting gaze appear as invitations to a 

fetishist relationship with his photograph. However, the invitation is refused by the girl on the 

bed below, who does not open her eyes to look at the photograph. Thereby she becomes a figure 

for the repression of female sexuality that Goldin explicitly reads as the force behind her sister’s 

untimely death.  

The reading of the girl in the ‘Roommate’ photograph as a representation of Goldin’s 

childhood roommate Barbara also allows for a link-up with the photograph of Nan printed on 

the recto of the same spread, which is captioned ‘Self-portrait in bed, New York City 1981’ 

(39).363 The photobook provides no clues as to whether the beds in the respective photographs 

are actually placed in the same room. Yet this lack of clues seems to be of less importance now 

than the fact that Goldin’s sequencing allows for a reading of the two photographs as parts of a 

common bedroom scene. This connection between the two photographs is strengthened by their 

visual likenesses. Both photographs are characterised by a blurred surface and muted colours 

that enhance the claustrophobic feel of the represented room, where everyday objects and 

memorabilia are similarly scattered everywhere around a dark-haired, naked girl who is placed 

diagonally on top of her bed.  

Both sisters are shown off-kilter, and Nan even out of focus, and they are thus 

marginalised within their own photographs. Read in relation to Goldin’s personal account of 

the journey from the family home to a more liberated life in New York City, the two 

photographs thus form a unity as an image of the desolation, stasis, and claustrophobia that the 

two sisters both felt in their parents’ house. These are the same parents who gaze stiffly beyond 

the frame from a brightly patterned couch in the photograph on page 13, like the wax figures in 

the photograph on the opposite side of the same spread (12).364 The figures on page twelve 

represent ‘the epitome of the Romantic ideal’, the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, ‘crumbling 

in the Coney Island wax museum’, as Goldin puts it in the introduction.365 The two figures are 
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placed in the exact same position as the parents (13), and the parents’ aging and mask-like faces 

hence appear as similarly crumbling imitations of a love that once was. 

The photograph of Goldin’s mother and father is captioned ‘The parents at a French 

restaurant, Cambridge, Mass. 1985’ (13). It shows the photographer’s mother and father sitting 

next to each other behind a restaurant table. Their physical proximity and matching respectable 

middle-class outfits make them appear as a couple, but the photographic composition makes 

them seem sadly disconnected from each other. The father, on the one hand, has a tanned face 

and camel-coloured suit, and wears a yellow floral tie that makes him blend with the pattern on 

the sofa he is sitting on. The mother, on the other hand, belongs to a more proximate visual field 

and her right arm is placed in front of him. The white silk collar on her blouse and her waxen 

face are lit by the daughter’s flash, which gives her face a ghostly aspect next to the father’s 

healthy glow.  

Even though the mother is placed in the photograph’s foreground, she is cut off from 

me as a reader, who is the one who presently occupies the photographer’s position in front of 

the parents. The mother’s eyes do not meet mine, and her introverted expression and her 

intensely clasped hands on the table set up a barrier between her and me. The father has a more 

compliant, though slightly distressed expression. He gazes stiffly upwards with his arms resting 

on his thighs, so that his chest is exposed to my scrutinising gaze. Despite the differences 

between the mother and the father, both parents press their lips tightly together in similar mask-

like half-smiles, and both bodies are congealed into equally uncomfortable and rigid positions. 

And as such, they conjointly embody the origin of the static social positions that Goldin 

associates with her childhood milieu, where both sisters felt imprisoned by roles they did not 

fit into.  

The reference to Isla Mujeres, which means ‘Women Island’, in the photograph on page 

141 reads as a metaphor for the way in which 1960s women were disallowed to venture beyond 

their own confines and into what was generally conceived as men’s territory. 366  The 

photograph, ‘Twin Graves, Isla Mujeres, Mexico 1982’, shows a white-washed twin grave 

adorned with two identical female angels. When I contemplate it, ‘Roommate’ and ‘Self-

portrait in bed’ come back to my memory as a unity, since the two graves in ‘Twin Graves’ 

form a visual parallel to the two beds that appear next to each other on the double spread in The 

Ballad (38–39).367 That is, the twin graves appear as a parallel to the beds that I now read as 

 
366 Fig. 2.27 (recto). 
367 Fig. 2.17. 
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those of Nan and her older sister Barbara. As such, ‘Twin graves’ becomes a representation of 

the destiny that awaits Barbara, which the psychiatrist predicted would befall Nan too.368  

Read in connection with ‘Roommate’, which I now read as a representation of Barbara, 

and Goldin’s self-portrait on the opposite spread, the photograph of the twin graves is symbolic 

of death to come. As such, it brings to mind Roland Barthes’s description in Camera Lucida of 

his encounter with a photograph of two young girls. In an old black-and-white photograph, he 

observes with horror an anterior future where death is at stake: ‘Those two little girls […] – 

how alive they are!’ However, he goes on, ‘they are dead (today), they are then already dead 

(yesterday)’.369 Through the absolute pastness of the pose, Barthes reads the photograph as a 

sign for future death, much as I now read the photograph of Goldin’s roommate. 

Barthes considers the feeling of time defeated to be conditioned by analogue 

photographic technology. In the case of ‘Roommate’, the feeling of time defeated is conditioned 

by the photograph’s relationship with other photographs, but the effect is equally powerful. At 

this stage of the mnemonic rereading process, I read the photograph as a symbolic 

representation of a girl who will die (at eighteen), and who is therefore already dead (today): a 

victim of a death to come as a result of her incapacity to conform to the restrictive gender roles 

her parents imposed on her. Given this conception of the girl in the photograph, and thus of 

Barbara, Goldin’s sister becomes a modern-day version of Saint Barbara of the Golden Legend. 

The young woman in the legend was locked up by her father to protect her from the harms of 

the outside world, yet she eventually died by her father’s hand since she wanted to devote 

herself to Jesus and thus not fulfil her father’s and society’s expectations by marrying.370 

The crucifix that reaches into the purple night sky in the photograph of the twin graves 

is repeated in the picture of the roommate, where it reads as a token of a death to come. Likewise 

with the dark sweater next to her head, which I now read as the shadow of the death that looms 

over Barbara rather than as a metaphor for a vacant uterus left by a surgeon’s removal of a 

failed pregnancy, as I did earlier in the rereading process. Neither the crucifix nor the black 

figure is, however, repeated in the photograph of Nan, which makes the difference between the 

two sisters’ destinies visibly present in their photographic representations.  

Barbara’s eyes are closed, as if dead underneath her cross because of her inability to 

reach out beyond her own body to take up the prosthetic devices available in the room. The 

 
368 Op. cit., 9. 
369 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 96. 
370  Encyclopædia Britannica, s.v. ‘St. Barbara: Female Martyr’, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-
Barbara (accessed 19 November 2018). 
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phone is hung up, the books are closed, and the photographs on the wall are not looked at. Even 

the sound of Petula Clark’s pleasant voice, which seemed to accompany her at one point in the 

rereading process, is muted by the angel that calls for silence by holding a finger before her lips 

on Barbara’s symbolic gravestone in ‘Twin Graves’. The younger sister, on the other hand, 

keeps her eyes wide open and stares eagerly at the answering machine that is placed next to her 

on the bed together with a telephone, notebooks, a pen, and a curled-up sheet of paper. 

Disobeying the hushing angel, she has pressed down the ‘play’ button on the answering 

machine and listens excitedly to the voice that extends from it. And she thus extends her ear 

prosthetically into a realm beyond the bedroom prison.  

I do not know whose voice speaks to the younger sister from the answering machine, 

and although his or her name might be written on the curled-up note on the bed next to it, I will 

never know it. This lack of knowledge contributes to a sense of suspense that signals something 

will happen. The same is, however, not the case with the photograph of Goldin’s roommate, 

whom I now read as a stand-in for Goldin’s sister. Barbara’s room is windowless, with no 

apparent escape. In the photograph of the younger sister, however, a window frame is bathed 

in golden light, indicating a way out.  

The clock in the photograph that represents the older sister seems to have been frozen 

by the camera in an eternal 11:45, as a premonition of the moment when Barbara’s life passes 

from present to past tense. The clock on the window sill in Nan’s picture, on the other hand, 

seems to be counting down to the moment when the younger sister is ready to embark on her 

life-saving journey through the window and towards a golden future, of which the photograph 

of a speeding car on a warmly lit road in Shandaken (117) is symbolic.371 Like the car in the 

photograph from Shandaken, the area of Nan’s picture where we see the clock is rendered in a 

blur that challenges conventional conceptions of photographs as frozen moments. 

Not just the photograph of the road in Shandaken but a larger group of photographs, 

taken by Nan while travelling with friends, appear in my memory at this stage of the rereading 

process as tokens of the journey’s centrality to Goldin’s account (19, 46, 48, 88, 89, 116, 117, 

119).372 As Max Kozloff correctly notes,373 the subjects in Goldin’s photographs seem to be 

going nowhere in particular.374 Rather than as a means to an end, travel thus appears as an 

enabling condition for Goldin’s prosthetic recreation as a subject. Only over time and by 

 
371 Fig. 2.32 (recto). 
372 Fig. 2.28, 2.29 (verso), 2.30 (verso), 2.31, 2.32 and 2.33. 
373 Kozloff, ‘The Family of Nan’, 39. 
374 Ibid. 
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movement in space could she take up new sets of prostheses, and thus extend her being into the 

lives of a new group of people. 

Like Esther Greenwood, the semi-autobiographic protagonist of Sylvia Plath’s widely 

read 1963 novel The Bell Jar, neither Nan nor Barbara fits into a culturally acceptable female 

role. Still, through travel, Nan escaped the silent stasis of the bell jar. The sister did, however, 

find herself trapped and stifled like the indeterminate object under the literal bell jar on the 

bedside table beside her in ‘Roommate’. According to Goldin’s account, sexual repression 

drove Barbara into such despair that suicide seemed the only way out, as with Esther in Plath’s 

book. But while Esther’s suicide attempt failed, Barbara died by her own hand in 1964, as Plath 

did in 1963.  

The Jewish photographer Diane Arbus belonged to the New Documents generation that 

Nan Goldin’s work emerges from. She committed suicide twelve years after Plath, leading to a 

popular conception of Arbus as the ‘Sylvia Plath of photographers’. 375  If Plath is hence 

Barbara’s complement, Arbus should be considered as Nan’s. Yet in opposition to Arbus, the 

younger Goldin sister grasped her camera and a sack of clothes and escaped her destiny by 

literally leaving it behind. Still, what she could not escape was the trauma of her sister’s 

untimely death, which continued to haunt Nan and the family as an ever-present loss that the 

absence of people in the photograph of the sunlit road in Shandaken symbolises (117).  

The trauma of death is present in the father’s desperate grin and the mother’s 

monstrously clasped hands in ‘The Parents at a French restaurant, Cambridge, Mass. 1985’ 

(13), and in the younger sister’s obsessive attempt to preserve a fading past through her 

photographic practice. Yet the trauma continues through me as well, as I look at the resulting 

photographs and grieve with the family for the cross they carry, for death to come, and for paths 

never taken. And that is an experience that comes close to another of Barthes’s descriptions of 

the act of seeing a photograph in Camera Lucida, where he describes the photographic 

experience as a trauma that pierces a ‘sting, speck, cut, little hole’ into the spectator’s flesh. 

Certainly, this is how my encounter with ‘Roommate’ pierces a wound into my flesh at this 

stage of the mnemonic rereading process.376 

 

 
375 Michael Kimmelman, ‘Photography Review; Diane Arbus, a Hunter Wielding a Lens’, The New York Times, 9 
January 2004, https://www.nytimes.com/2004/01/09/arts/photography-review-diane-arbus-a-hunter-wielding-a-
lens.html (accessed 26 September 2018) and Robert Hughes, ‘Art: To Hades with Lens’, Time Magazine, 13 
November 1972, http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,910470,00.html  (accessed 26 September 
2018). 
376 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 27. 
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IV: The Dürer connection 

I shall now discuss the fourth and, within the frames of this chapter, last context that 

‘Roommate’ is mnemonically activated within during my engagement with The Ballad. In this 

section, I shall primarily look at ‘Roommate’ in relation to the woman who appears in German 

Renaissance artist Albrecht Dürer’s woodcut of a draughtsman and his model.377 Since Dürer’s 

picture is external to The Ballad, and is activated only as an intervisual reference, I shall provide 

a relatively detailed description of it before I describe how this particular picture affects my 

reading of and response to ’Roommate’. 

Dürer’s picture appeared first in The Painter’s Manual in the sixteenth century.378 At 

the centre of the picture is a table, placed so it mirrors the horizontal, rectangular frame of the 

picture itself, given the viewer’s slightly elevated position in relation to the scene. The table, 

and thereby the picture as such, is divided into two equally large parts by a particular kind of 

visual prosthesis, that is, an Albertian perspectival device that consists of a viewing rod and a 

gridded frame. The artist is sitting rigidly in the picture’s right side, which corresponds to the 

right end of the represented table. There is a window behind him, but the spectator’s view 

through it is interrupted by a pitcher and a potted plant on the window sill. The spectator’s focus 

is thus drawn towards the draughtsman, who appears with pencil in hand and an empty drawing 

surface ruled with a grid matching that of the perspectival frame in front of him.  

Severely staring through the frame, the artist seems ready to capture the image of a 

female model who is lying on her back on the table, in the picture’s left side. The woman’s eyes 

are closed, and her head supported by pillows, and she has bent her legs up underneath her, 

while her right hand lightly touches her thigh. A piece of cloth covers her left arm and private 

parts, but the rest of her naked body is exposed to the artist’s scrutinising gaze. While the 

draughtsman’s side of the picture is characterised by strong vertical lines that repeat themselves 

in his erect back, the pencil, and the viewing rod, the model’s soft curves replicate those of the 

natural scenery visible through the window in her side of the picture.  

Man’s position within the universe changed during Renaissance times, when people 

began to compare things with other objects within a shared measurable space rather than with 

God. In Dürer’s picture, woman seems to play the part of that measured object within a system 

of gendered dualisms such as active/passive, culture/nature, mind/body, reason/emotion, 

 
377 Fig. 2.33. 
378 Albrecht Dürer, The Painter’s Manual: A Manual of Measurement of Lines, Areas, and Solids by Means of 
Compass and Ruler Assembled by Albrecht Dürer for the Use of All Lovers of Art with Appropriate Illustrations 
Arranged to be Printed in the Year MDXXV, trans. Walter L. Strauss (New York: Abaris Books, 1977). 



123 

subject/object, and self/other, which are activated by the opposition between the left and the 

right sides of the picture. And the picture’s dichotomous structure has led multiple 

postmodernist critics to read it as a manifestation of the strong patriarchal nature and gender 

division of the modern culture that developed from the Renaissance world view.379  

The potted plant on the artist’s side of the picture reads as a particularly explicit image 

of the way in which the artist’s containing vision makes the female body’s disorderly nature 

fertile by bringing it within the remits of cultural production. Even so, the draughtsman’s paper 

is not yet filled with a drawing and contains only an empty grid thus far. Dürer’s picture, on the 

other hand, is manifestly present as a complex of lines that converge in the viewer’s eye. That 

is, they converge at a point that is not centrally located in front of the scene, but in front of the 

artist’s side of the picture. And this location implicates the readers in the devaluation of woman 

that follows from the picture’s binary structure, since they thus share the artist’s position of 

optical mastery and his world of culture and reason.  

At first, the relationship between the female model in the left side of Dürer’s picture and 

the photograph of Goldin’s roommate appeared to me as a fairly loose connection. Yet that 

changed when I leafed through The Ballad and encountered the photograph that is captioned 

‘Anthony by the sea, Brighton, England 1979’ (50).380 The photograph of Anthony appears as 

a reference to the right side of Dürer’s picture, and that observation brought ‘Anthony by the 

sea’ and ‘Roommate’ together, as each other’s pendants.  

‘Anthony by the sea’ shows a male figure who is seated at the right end of a table, against 

a window open to a strikingly blue sea. Bright sunshine shines in from the window and onto 

the otherwise dark room, creating a chiaroscuro effect by highlighting a red cloth on the table 

and a rectangular square of brown carpet on the floor, while the rest of the scene is left in shades 

of grey. Anthony’s position in the photograph is reminiscent of that of Dürer’s draughtsman. 

But in opposition to the draughtsman, who is portrayed in stark profile, Goldin’s male model 

turns his face away so that it becomes invisible to the viewer. His eyes are equally turned away 

and towards the window as he softly bends over the table in a position that shows no sign of the 

tense agility characteristic of Dürer’s draughtsman. And while Anthony’s raised arm repeats 

 
379 See: Svetlana Alpers, ‘Art History and Its Exclusions: The Example of Dutch Art’, in Feminism and Art History: 
Questioning the Litany, eds. Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard  (New York: Harper & Row, 1982), 183–199; 
Barbara Freedman, Staging the Gaze: Postmodernism, Psychoanalysis, and Shakespearean Comedy (Ithaka and 
London: Cornell University Press, 1991); Lynda Nead, Female Nude: Art, Obscenity, and Sexuality (London: 
Routledge, 1992); and H. Diane Russell, Eva/Ave: Woman in Renaissance and Baroque Prints (Washington D.C.: 
National Gallery, 1990).  
380 Fig. 2.35 (verso). 
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the vertical lines of the viewing rod in Dürer’s picture, his hand does not support a pencil, but 

instead the cheek of his resting head.  

Immersed in his own thoughts, as much as in the photograph’s shadow play, Anthony 

offers his body to the viewer as an object for contemplation. Anthony is by the sea, as the 

caption points out, and not actively looking at it. Deprived of his perspectival prostheses, he 

just sits there, by a natural scenery that mirrors the horizontality of the rolling hills behind 

Dürer’s female model. This passive state of introversion, and the natural landscape behind him, 

suggests a reversal of the gendered dichotomies that Dürer’s representation relies on. And I 

shall argue that the title of the sequence that the Anthony photograph is part of (50–57),381 

‘Lonely boy’, provides a clue to the implications of this reversal.  

‘Lonely boy’ is a reference to Andrew Gold’s ‘Lonely Boy’, which is an assumed 

autobiographical pop hit from 1977. The song is about a young boy who leaves home in search 

of the kind of love that he felt from his parents as a baby, before they agreed to start raising him 

conservatively, in line with the stereotype of the rough and hard-hitting male. While I see 

Anthony as a thwarted version of Dürer’s artist, the fact that the photographed scene at large is 

even more similar to the photograph of Andrew Gold on the cover of his What’s Wrong with 

this Picture? LP supports a conception of Anthony as a solitary male brought down by the 

weight of gender roles that he cannot meet.382 

When I recognise Dürer’s draughtsman in Anthony, and Goldin’s photograph of him 

thus as a paraphrase of the right side of the Renaissance picture, I reactivate ‘Roommate’ in my 

memory as a paraphrase of the Renaissance picture’s left side. Anthony thwarts Dürer’s 

representation of the draughtsman. The roommate’s position in Goldin’s photograph is, 

however, an almost exact repetition of Dürer’s female model’s posture. The roommate lies in 

the left end of the bed, like the model on the left side of the table, where the vacant right side 

of her bed thus reads as a space for the artist to occupy. The roommate’s head rests on pillows 

and her eyes are closed like Dürer’s female model’s. In addition, her nose looks similar to that 

of the Renaissance model, and she has raised her legs similarly. Even the model’s light touching 

of her own thigh is mirrored by Goldin’s roommate, and by the cloth that covers the private 

parts of Dürer’s model, which reappears as a lavender-coloured sheet curled into a heap next to 

the roommate’s body.  

Nevertheless, something distinguishes Goldin’s photograph from the Renaissance 

picture. Dürer’s picture naturalises the female model’s position, but the mask on the wall above 

 
381 Fig. 2.35, 2.36, 2.37, and 2.38. 
382 Fig. 2.39. 
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Goldin’s roommate suggests that her posture is not as natural. Furthermore, the cultural 

artefacts and potential prostheses that are everywhere to be found in the roommate’s room 

suggest a reversal of the gender distinction that associates women with nature, and men with 

culture. That reversal is analogue to the one performed by Anthony’s photograph, which is 

devoid of tools. Given their references to the same picture, I still see ‘Anthony by the sea’ and 

‘Roommate’ in relation to each other. And the association of the two photographs suggests a 

reading of the roommate as a figure equally as lonely as Anthony is, because of her inability to 

conform to society’s gender roles.  

At this stage of the mnemonic rereading process, the parallel between Gold’s story and 

the autobiographical story Goldin tells us in the introduction to The Ballad becomes clear. Not 

only are the names Goldin and Gold similar. But they also – though from different gender 

perspectives – refer to parallel stories of young persons who left home in search of new 

community, because of gender conventions they were unable to live with. In this perspective, 

Gold’s song and Goldin’s photobook become the extended voices of, respectively, Anthony 

and the roommate, who both lament a dichotomous gender system within which boys are raised 

to ‘fight and be nobody’s fool’, as Gold puts it in the song, and girls to be ‘pretty and nice’,383 

as Goldin articulates it in the photobook’s introduction.  

As an imaginary diptych, ‘Anthony by the sea’ and ‘Roommate’ might thus be read 

together as a critique of a dichotomous gender system that the central perspective holds in place, 

which forces subjects into states of lonely otherness. This rereading of the woman in 

‘Roommate’ as an expression of loneliness makes it easy for me to sympathise with her, given 

the generality of such feelings. And instead of triggering a wish to hold the other in a comforting 

embrace, or to grieve with her, this reading makes me want to pick up and give her the 

prostheses tossed on the floor around her, and to ask her to use them without consideration for 

the conventions that apply to the female role. 

 

* 

 

As individual photographs, ‘Roommate’ and ‘Anthony by the sea’ both reiterate Dürer’s 

perspectival lesson. Although they thwart his binary representation of gender by showing us a 

female figure surrounded by cultural objects and a male figure in front of a natural scenery, one 

perspective is merely replaced by another within an oppositional figure that is equally as static 

 
383 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 7. 
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as that of Dürer’s picture. As individual photographs, which subject the world to a one-eyed 

centralised perspective, Goldin’s photographs do not appear to allow Anthony and the 

roommate to escape from the position of optical mastery that Dürer’s picture articulates with 

such precision. Nevertheless, Goldin seems to propose that there is a way to break free from 

the central perspective’s static system, and thereby from conventional gender roles. And that 

alternative is suggested by the travel motif.  

The lyrics of Gold’s song tell us how the lonely boy, assumedly Gold himself, 

considered the journey as a way to escape from the masculine stereotype his parents imposed 

on him. By leaving home, he sought to escape loneliness and to find love beyond the family 

house. In the introduction to The Ballad, Goldin – Gold’s female equivalent – tells us how her 

decision to leave home provided her with a similar opportunity to ‘recreate [herself] without 

losing [herself]’ within a milieu unrestricted by the limitations of gender distinction, where 

‘roles aren’t so defined’.384 For Gold and Goldin, travel thus appears as a liberating gesture in 

the sense that it allowed them both to develop their subjective identities beyond their parents’ 

restrictive notions of gender. But neither Anthony nor the roommate literally travels. Instead, 

they rest immobile in their rooms in each photograph.  

While Anthony and the roommate appear immobile in Goldin’s photographs, something 

moves nonetheless: my own eyes as I ponder the connection between ‘Roommate’, ‘Anthony 

by the sea’, and Dürer’s picture of the draughtsman and his model. That movement, which is a 

journey in its own right, is due to three different dimensions of optical destabilisation, which I 

shall point out in the following. The first of these three dimensions of optical destabilisation is 

associated with both photographs. Though all photographs are structured according to the laws 

of central perspective, the principles of that perspective are not mirrored by the actual lines of 

either ‘Roommate’ or ‘Anthony by the sea’. The lines of the two photographs do not coincide 

in the point that was once occupied by Goldin’s lens, implying that central perspective’s 

position of optical mastery is not the only possible perspective available to the viewer and that 

the reader is free to move between perspectives.  

The second dimension of optical unsettlement or travel results from the positioning of 

the photographs of the roommate and Anthony in relationship to each other within The Ballad. 

While the two photographs’ shared connection with Dürer’s picture of the draftsman and his 

model suggests a relationship between them, ‘Anthony by the sea’ and ‘Roommate’ are placed 

on the verso of separate spreads. This placement implies that it is impossible for readers to see 
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the two photographs in the photobook simultaneously, from one static position. And this 

impossibility forces the reader to shuttle back and forth between them, which leads to a further 

destabilisation of perspective.  

The third dimension that leads to optical destabilisation when I consider the photographs 

of the roommate and Anthony as related parts results from the game of replacement that the 

connection between them is part of through their shared reference to Dürer’s picture. For 

example, the position of ‘Anthony by the sea’ in the network could easily be replaced by several 

other photographs in the photobook that I remember and now imagine as equally valid 

references to the right side of Dürer’s picture. One example is ‘Mark tattooing Mark, Boston 

1978’ (77),385 which shows a man in the process of turning another man’s body into a picture 

of nature with his tattoo pen, by drawing a tiger and palm trees onto his back.386 In this case, 

the replacement leads to alternative versions of Dürer’s woodcut, which literally defer the rigid 

opposition between woman and man that the original picture leans on. 

Within this game of replacement, not even Dürer’s picture is protected from 

substitution. And while Goldin’s photograph of her friend Anthony might read as a reference 

to the draftsman in Dürer’s picture of the painter and the model, ’Anthony by the sea’ might 

also read as a subtle reference to two other well-known works by Dürer. These are the 

engravings Melencolia I (1514) and Saint Anthony Reading (1519).387 By considering ‘Anthony 

by the sea’ in relation to Melencolia I, Anthony appears as the equivalent of Dürer’s brooding 

female angel. And this connection, between ‘Anthony by the sea’ and Melencolia I, rubs off on 

my conception of ’Roommate’ as well, when I notice the lamp, the clock, and the crucifix. 

The lamp, the clock, and the crucifix are prostheses that can be read as references to 

respectively Saturn, the hourglass, and the crucifix that appear in Melencolia I, and thereby to 

a reading of the roommate as a similarly creative, but mournful genius. The connection between 

the photograph of Anthony and Dürer’s Saint Anthony Reading, on the other hand, allows for a 

reading of the roommate as a religious subject. The reason for this is that when I ponder Saint 

Antony’s curled toes, which speak of intense inner activity, I remember how the roommate does 

the same, as she closes her eyes and folds her hands below the crucifix. 

The process of replacement that unfolds on the basis of the intervisual relationship 

between The Ballad and Dürer’s work goes on nearly indefinitely. At one point of the reading 

 
385 Fig. 2.40 (recto). 
386 Other photographs that could replace ‘Anthony by the sea’ are, for example, ‘Dieter on the train, Sweden 1984’ 
(48), ‘Brian in the cabaña, Puerto Juarez, Mexico 1982’ (49), and ‘Anthony and Brian in my bed with bars, New 
York City 1983’ (67). 
387 Fig. 2.41 and 2.42. 
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process, every extended hand – holding a cigarette (19), a beer bottle (78), a spoon filled with 

heroine (76), and a tattoo pen (77) – seems to turn into the draftsman’s pencil,388 and every 

window (95), television screen (57), and chequered blanket (32) into a perspectival grid.389 

Similarly, every horizontal figure (56, 64, 138) does at one point turn into a pun on Dürer’s 

reclining woman, 390  which allows the process of replacement to venture not just beyond 

conventional gender roles, but also beyond the photograph that had hitherto governed my 

conception of The Ballad. 

Over time, ’Roommate’ proved to be as replaceable as ‘Anthony by the sea’ and Dürer’s 

picture. For example, it can be substituted with ‘French Chris on the convertible, New York 

City 1979’ (47),391 which shows a young man who is resting on his back on the engine of a car, 

in a similar position as that of Dürer’s model in the picture of the draughtsman and his model 

and the roommate in Goldin’s photograph. Also, Dürer has another version of the scene with 

the draughtsman and model, which is viewed from the draughtsman’s perspective.392 That 

context allows for a replacement of ‘Roommate’ by another string of photographs, which 

contains photographs such as ‘Suzanne in yellow hotel room, Hotel Seville, Merida, Mexico 

1981’ (42), ‘Brian in the hotel room with three beds, Merida, Mexico 1982’ (56), and ‘Ectopic 

pregnancy scar, New York City 1980’ (86).393  

Exploring the photographs that might substitute for ‘Roommate’ within the context of 

Dürer’s work, I suddenly realise that the photograph of Goldin’s roommate, which used to hold 

such intensity for me, has lost some of its attraction. Instead, another photograph has started to 

impose itself on my memory again and again: the above-mentioned photograph of ‘Suzanne in 

yellow hotel room, Hotel Seville, Merida, Mexico 1981’ (42), which shows Goldin’s close 

friend and one of The Ballad’s three co-editors in bed in a dirty hotel room in Mexico. With a 

bottle of what looks like vodka on the night table, and a bucket on the floor next to her, the 

photograph indicates that Suzanne is sick after extensive partying. The reason this particular 

photograph suddenly grabs my attention is uncertain. Perhaps it is because of the similarity 

between her aspect and my own. But what is certain is that my encounter with this photograph 

allows for a decentralisation of ‘Roommate’ and thus for exploring other contours than the one 

I have outlined in this chapter. 

 
388 Fig. 2.28, 2.43 (verso), and 2.40. 
389 Fig. 2.44 (recto), 2.38 (recto), and 2.45 (verso). 
390 Fig. 2.38 (verso), 2.46 (verso), and 2.47 (verso). 
391 Fig. 2.29 (recto). 
392 Fig. 2.48. 
393 Fig. 2.19 (verso), 2.38 (verso), and 2.15 (verso). 
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Concluding remarks  

When ‘Roommate’ ceases to come back in my memory with the same intensity and frequency 

as before, the constant unsettling that follows from The Ballad’s mnemonic principle of 

rereading becomes increasingly apparent to me. The photograph of the roommate does not 

change, but I as a viewer shuttle between several different impressions of her during the act of 

reading, and thus between several different conceptions of the social situation that Goldin once 

took part in through her camera. My shuttling between several different impressions, which 

allows for a constant recollection of the woman in Goldin’s ‘Roommate’ photograph, is 

curiously similar to the form of vision that Proust associates with the state of being in love, that 

is, a state he describes in explicitly photographic terms in In Search of Lost Time (1913–1927):  

 
The questing, anxious, exacting way that we have of looking at the person we 
love […] makes our attention in the presence of the beloved too tremulous to be 
able to carry away a very clear impression of her. Perhaps, also, that activity of 
all the senses at once which yet endeavours to discover with the eyes alone what 
lies beyond them is over-indulgent to the myriad forms, to the different savours, 
to the movements of the living person whom as a rule, when we are not in love, 
we immobilize. Whereas the beloved model does not stay still; and our mental 
photographs of it are always blurred.394 

 
Like Goldin, the narrator in Proust’s book recounts his own history on the basis of memories.395 

He tells us that the multisensory presence of his loved one is simply too perceptually intense to 

be immobilised into just one high-resolution image.396  

As Proust’s narrator states after noticing the loved one’s changed appearance on their 

second meeting, exact knowledge of another person is impossible. When ‘we think that we have 

caught him, he shifts, and, when we imagine that at last we are seeing him clearly, it is only the 

old impressions which we had already formed of him that we have succeeded in clarifying, 

when they no longer represent him’, he tells us.397 For Proust, love thus engenders a form of 

visual displacement over time that is analogue to the one I experience in relation to the 

 
394 Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, vol. II, trans. C. K. Scott Moncrieff and Terence Kilmartin (London: 
Vintage, 2005), 71.  
395 While Goldin’s work primarily represents situations she shared either with friends or family, the history she 
tells us is personal, as she points out in the introduction. Here she tells us that ‘The Ballad of Sexual Dependency 
is the diary I let people read’ (Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 6). According to Anne Whitehead, the 
link between memory and the self is typical of late-modern accounts of remembering such as Bergson’s Matter 
and Memory and Proust’s In Search of Lost Time. Whitehead, Memory, 82–83. 
396 I am indebted to Marit Grøtta for the quotes from In Search of Lost Time. Marit Grøtta: ‘Fotografi og følelser: 
Om Proust, portrettfotografier og lengselen etter å nå utover seg selv’ (Photography and emotions: On Proust, 
portrait photographs and longing beyond the self). Agora: Journal for metafysisk spekulasjon 33, no. 1 (2016): 
118–147. 
397 Proust, In Search of Lost Time, vol. II, 524–525. 
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photograph of Goldin’s roommate during the mnemonic rereading process.398 During the act of 

rereading, I encounter her multiple times, on the basis of constantly displaced positions in the 

photobook. Yet I experience her differently in each new situation of viewing, which amounts 

to a process that brings her complex form of existence into light along with my own.  

The mnemonic principle of rereading that I have demonstrated in relation to 

‘Roommate’ allows the reader to adopt a similar visual capacity as the one Proust associates 

with a person in love. That is a look that takes the sensory body as its primary reference and 

that accepts that she is not ‘one and simple, but complex and many’, to borrow a phrase from 

another (net)work.399 What Goldin’s photobook encourages is thereby a form of vision that 

does not confine the other to a feminine stereotype under a focalised gaze, but rather one that 

grazes her in her unfolding presence. 

In The Ballad’s introduction, Goldin writes: ‘Rather than accept gender distinction, the 

point is to redefine it. Along with playing out the clichés, there is the decision to live out the 

alternatives’.400  As I see it, this redefinition’s enabling condition is the mnemonic act of 

rereading that The Ballad encourages. Only on the basis of the reader’s spatiotemporal 

displacement within the photobook, which allows ’Roommate’ to come back in my memory 

repeatedly, is she allowed to enter into new constellations and thereby to be redefined beyond 

rigid definitions as the tremulous picture of a loved one.    

Other readers of The Ballad have tended to overlook Goldin’s photobook’s emergent 

dimension. That is a dimension that Goldin does not seem to have been aware of or interested 

in, at the time of the first publication of The Ballad. Yet it is one she recognises later, as she 

notes in the afterword that she wrote retrospectively for the work’s 1996 edition: ‘The pictures 

in The Ballad haven’t changed. But Cookie is dead, Kenny is dead, Max is dead, Vittorio is 

dead. So for me, the book is now a volume of loss, while still a ballad of love [my italics]’.401 

 
398 Several recent books and articles explore Proust’s photographic vision. See for example: Áine Larkin, Proust 
Writing Photography: Fixing the Fugitive in À La Recherche Du Temps Perdu (New York: Modern Humanities 
Research Association and Routledge, 2011); Mary Bergstein, In Looking Back One Learns to See: Proust and 
Photography (Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, 2014); and Dora Zhang, ‘A Lens for an Eye: Proust and 
Photography’, Representations 118, no. 1 (2012): 103–125. 
399 The quoted phrase is taken from Virginia Woolf’s 1931 The Waves, where the author’s male alter ego Bernard 
uses it to describe his own networked persona. Like The Ballad, The Waves recounts the history of a collective 
through one of the group’s members, Bernard. Like Goldin’s work, Woolf’s also relies on a complex network 
structure that takes on structural unity through the repetition of certain elements. In The Ballad, these repeated 
elements are particular photographic entities, and in The Waves a set of wave metaphors. Given the photography 
metaphors that run through Woolf’s book, I consider the relationship between the two works as a highly interesting 
subject for future research, which I hope to conduct in another context soon. Virginia Woolf, The Waves (Ware: 
Wordsworth Editions, 2000), 42. 
400 Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 7. 
401 Op. cit., 146. 
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Retrospectively, Goldin realises that the photobook does not stop time, and that the work 

therefore does not allow her to embalm her beloved ones in enduring presence beyond the 

contingency of their natural bodies. However, she claims, The Ballad still serves as a testament 

to the love she shared with her friends. And the reason for this is, as I see it, that the photobook 

speaks to the embodied and mutually constitutive relationships that Goldin once shared with 

her friends.402  

The fluid and complex experience of ‘love’, which the photobook produces, validates 

Goldin’s claim that the ‘ballad’ is still a relevant metaphor for her work. While the original and 

orally transmitted musical ballad remained the same from performance to performance because 

of repetition of certain main motifs, it was constantly updated in relation to the individual 

performance’s local situation. This emergent character of repetition through change mirrors the 

mnemonic process I consider to be constitutive of The Ballad of Sexual Dependency as a 

structurally unified work.403  

When rereading The Ballad according to the work’s mnemonic principle, a vast array 

of productively ambiguous prostheses enters into or recedes from focus, allowing for different 

forms of interaction with ‘Roommate’ over time, beyond what might or might not have been 

Goldin’s intention. This interaction serves to demonstrate that the experimental and relational 

notion of selfhood that follows from the contemporary notion of the prosthesis is not – as Goldin 

apparently thought at the moment of the first publication – an optional to exchange for a 

possessive form of individualism.  

The self, so it seems, is always experimental. And despite Goldin’s careful attempts to 

control the reader’s responses to her work, the photobook’s intended meanings are constantly 

unsettled by my own shifting positions in the work and by the local relationships I find myself 

entangled in at different moments of the rereading process. As it turns out, Goldin is therefore 

incapable of reactivating her past in static form by means of the photobook, and thus unable to 

protect her own history from merging with other people’s accounts of her life. However, I 

contend that Goldin’s inability to reactivate her history in static form does not undermine the 

 
402 Goldin had a similar experience of trans-temporal destabilisation in relation to drugs: ‘In the beginning, drugs 
were about expansion; but by the end they became a prison. Originally, I did drugs to have more vision, to have 
more clarity, to lose all inhibitions, to be completely spontaneous and wild. For a long time it worked. But it’s hard 
to sustain that for too many years’. Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 145. 
403 While the orally conveyed ballad is constituted by continued iterations of performances, the literary ballad is 
characterised by the inscription of one or several performances into a single authoritative version. On the basis of 
that distinction, Townsend compares the photobook version of The Ballad to the literary ballad, given the 
photobook’s stable collection of representations. However, I insist that sensitivity to the photobook’s mnemonic 
principle of rereading validates the comparison between Goldin’s work and the oral ballad. See: Townsend, ‘Nan 
Goldin’, 112. 



132 

idea of selfhood, as she seems to fear. And the reason why it does not is that my own capacity 

to resist the photographer’s intentions confirms my own agency, and thus that of the reader, as 

a vital force, even within emergent photobook networks such as that of The Ballad of Sexual 

Dependency. 
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In December 1957, Charles Starkweather and his girlfriend Caril Ann Fugate embarked on a 

murder spree that shocked the US population. And even today, more than sixty years later, the 

so-called ‘Starkweather case’ keeps haunting the North American people as part of the 

country’s collective imagination. This situation is testified to by Christian Patterson’s evolving 

photobook Redheaded Peckerwood (2011, 2012, 2013),404 which contains a visually diverse 

selection of photographs, each of which points suggestively to the Starkweather case.405  

The historical murder spree is undoubtedly Redheaded Peckerwood’s narrative centre. 

However, I argue that the criminal case merely serves a reflection on how ‘frames’, which are 

sets of conventions that govern the representation of historical events, are disseminated in 

culture.406 That argument, I claim, is conditioned by a memetic principle of rereading that 

allows the frame to appear multiple times according to the meme’s emergent logic of imitation 

through variation.  

‘Memes’, according to Richard Dawkins’s initial definition of the phenomenon, are 

units of cultural transmission that propagate themselves in ever-changing form by leaping from 

brain to brain, often via magazines, computers, movies, and other technological platforms.407 

Humans cannot entirely control these processes,408 and I argue that the same might be said of 

the process of rereading Redheaded Peckerwood, since it is partially governed by algorithms.  

The smartphone revolution around 2010 introduces the so-called ‘post-digital’ era, that 

is, the situation wherein humans no longer control the digital realm, since portable digital 

devices allow for a permanent extension of subjectivity across the Internet.409 Within this 

contemporary context, I contend that humans are habituated to meeting ambiguity and 

elusiveness with immediate online searches. The way I see it, Redheaded Peckerwood’s 

suggestive relationship to the Starkweather case presupposes this situation. And as such, online 

searches are conceptualised as a part of the work’s very definition. This conceptualisation does, 

on its part, imply that agency is partially ceded to the algorithms of the World Wide Web, which 

makes Redheaded Peckerwood suitable for a discussion of the cultural level of photobook 

rereading that is the focus of this chapter. 

 
404 Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2011, 2012 and 2013). 
405 The photograph on this chapter’s front page is ‘24th Street Road (Road at Night)’, from Christian Patterson’s 
Redheaded Peckerwood, n.p. 
406  Erving Goffman, Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience (Boston, Massachusetts: 
Northeastern University Press, 1986), 10–11. 
407 Dawkins, The Selfish Gene, 206. 
408 Ibid. 
409  See: Florian Cramer, ‘What is “Post-digital”?’, APRJA, 2013, http://www.aprja.net/what-is-post-digital/ 
(accessed 14 January 2019). 
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The thesis’s third chapter proceeds according to four loosely defined stages. First, I 

provide a detailed description of Redheaded Peckerwood’s material structure. Second, I explain 

how the work’s material structure entails a conception of extensive online searches as an 

integrated dimension of the photobook network. In the chapter’s third section, I explain how a 

memetic principle allows for a rereading of the Starkweather case in light of a set of constantly 

mutating frames. And to demonstrate this constant mutating, I shall – fourth – trace the so-

called ‘cinematic frame’s’ four-stage journey according to the memetic principle of rereading, 

and hence shall trace four consecutive versions of the Starkweather myth in relation to 

Hollywood cinema. 

 

The photobook and its backstory 

Redheaded Peckerwood is made and designed by Christian Patterson and published by MACK, 

one of today’s most high-profile photobook publishing houses. The photobook measures 19 x 

24 centimetres and its hard cover with linen binding is screen-printed with a photograph of a 

young, smiling couple in shades of black and grey.410 The endpapers and the first and last pages 

of the photobook have a pink, skin-toned colour. In between, we find 172 unnumbered white 

pages with 95 photographic plates in colour and in black-and-white, and a list of captions 

gathered at the back.411  

 Most of the photographs are presented over one or two pages and framed by white 

borders, but there are also a few unframed reversible reproductions in other sizes, with the look 

and feel of original weathered documents. The visual material is organised into an introductory 

sequence and four main sections separated by white pages decorated with a black abstract 

pattern. The work also includes a loose tucked-in illustrated booklet that appears as a part of 

the work in the sense that it is written in old typewriter font and printed onto pink sheets that 

match the photobook’s endpapers. The booklet contains two untitled essays by, respectively, 

cultural critic Luc Sante and photography curator Karen Irvine, which provide context to the 

project.  

 Redheaded Peckerwood came out in 2011, but the success of the first edition made it 

possible for the photographer to realise a second edition already in 2012. The second edition 

has improved picture quality, a subtly darker cover, and is printed with a different kind of black 

ink. Also, a light gloss varnish is used instead of the matte varnish used for the first edition. In 

 
410 Fig. 3.1. 
411 MACK does not release figures for print runs. 
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addition, the photographer has included a few drawings in the accompanying essay booklet. For 

the third edition, which came out in 2013, Patterson also included four new photographs and a 

separate postcard. 

 In a 2013 interview about Redheaded Peckerwood, Patterson explains how he considers 

the project, which he also presents in an exhibition format, as a continuing and expanding work:  

 
I made this work to share it, and I see no reason to not share new material as it 
comes my way – as long as it adds to the work in what I feel is a compelling way. 
I can’t imagine a fourth edition of the book but if that opportunity presents itself 
I’ll consider adding any worthy new discoveries to the mix.412  

 

The quote suggests that each new edition is an elaboration of the same work. And I shall thus 

take the latest and to date most expansive version of the photobook as the point of departure for 

my discussion. 

The photobook revolves around the historical events surrounding a 1957/58 murder 

spree conducted by then nineteen-year-old Charles Starkweather, possibly with the aid of his 

five-year-younger girlfriend Caril Ann Fugate. Starkweather was born into a working-class 

family of low income in the small American town of Lincoln, Nebraska in 1938. A slight speech 

impediment, and severe myopia that was not detected until he was a teenager, made him 

struggle academically and drop out of high school at sixteen.413 Both, in addition to his bowed 

legs – the result of a minor birth defect – were also said to have made him an easy target for 

classmate bullies. And the title that Patterson later adopted for his photobook, Redheaded 

Peckerwood, is one of the monikers that Starkweather’s classmates threw at him.414  

While ‘redheaded’ refers to Starkweather’s red hair, a ‘peckerwood’ (similar to 

‘redneck’ or ‘white trash’) is a derogatory term that is primarily used by Southern blacks and 

upper-class whites as a nickname for poor, white, undereducated Middle Americans. 415 

Starkweather was very sensitive about this humiliation, and about the poverty he was born into, 

his working-class background, and the garbage-man occupation he took on. Over time, he thus 

 
412 Rebecca Bengal, ‘Object Lessons: A Conversation with Christian Patterson’, The Paris Review, 24 June 2013, 
https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2013/06/24/object-lessons-a-conversation-with-christian-patterson/ 
(accessed 5 January 2018). 
413  James Melvin Reinhard, The Murderous Trail of Charles Starkweather (Springfield, Illinois: Charles C. 
Thomas Publisher, 1960), 43. 
414 Op. cit., 18.  
415 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. ‘Peckerwood, n. and adj.’, September 2005, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/139423;jsessionid=F8703B9380A1ED7440D0C9A85F1B4E05?redirectedFrom
=peckerwood#eid (accessed 15 January 2019). 
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developed a violent rage that stretched beyond those who bullied him, and to anyone who made 

him feel inferior.416  

Starkweather’s rough behaviour impressed the then thirteen-year-old Caril Ann Fugate, 

whom he met in 1956. She made Starkweather feel better about himself and his life soon came 

to revolve around his relationship with her. 417  Still, despite his relationship with Fugate, 

Starkweather never got rid of the feeling of inferiority and estrangement. In order to earn 

respect, and to get out of the poverty and the abject conditions he found himself in, he gradually 

decided to become a criminal.418 On the night of 1 December 1957, Starkweather robbed and 

killed the gas-station attendant Robert Colvert, who became his first victim. Previously, Colvert 

had refused to sell him a stuffed-toy dog on credit. Angered and embarrassed by the rejection, 

Starkweather came back with his shotgun and forced Colvert to hand over the contents of the 

cash drawer before driving him to a remote area where he killed him with a shot to the head.419 

Starkweather later testified that this first kill made him ‘feel different’,420 and on 21 

January 1958, he slayed Velda and Marion Bartlett – Fugate’s mother and stepfather – and their 

baby daughter Betty Jean. Due to Starkweather’s constantly shifting testimonies, Fugate’s role 

in the murders of her family, as in the succeeding events, is uncertain.421 Yet it is established 

that she knew about the murders before she hit the highway with Starkweather in his 1949 Ford 

six days after.422 That trip left seven more innocent people dead in their wake, before the two 

were finally captured in Douglas, Wyoming on 29 January 1958.423  

Tried and found guilty only of the murder of Robert Jensen, a teenager who 

unsuspectingly offered the couple a ride during their escape,424 Starkweather was executed in 

the electric chair at the Nebraska State Penitentiary in Lincoln on 25 June 1959.425 Fugate was 

the youngest female in America ever charged with first-degree murder. 426  While she 

persistently insisted – as she does to this day – that she was held hostage by Starkweather,427 

 
416 Reinhardt, The Murderous Trail of Charles Starkweather, 13. 
417 Michael Newton, Waste Land: The Savage Odyssey of Charles Starkweather and Caril Ann Fugate (New York: 
Pocket Books, 1998), 57–58. 
418 Reinhardt, 1960, 3–4. 
419Jeff O’Donnell, Starkweather: A Story of Mass Murder on the Great Plains (Lincoln: J & L Lee Publishers, 
1993), 6–9. 
420 Reinhardt, The Murderous Trail of Charles Starkweather, 138. 
421 Op. cit., 138–139. 
422 Op. cit., 132. 
423 Op. cit., 138. 
424 O’Donnell, Starkweather, 141–144. 
425 Reinhardt, The Murderous Trail of Charles Starkweather, 3. 
426 O’Donnell, Starkweather, 145. 
427 Op. cit., 159. 
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she was sentenced to life imprisonment as his accomplice.428 But after serving nearly eighteen 

years behind bars, she was paroled for good behaviour and released from the Nebraska 

Correctional Center for Women in May 1976.429 

 

Patterson’s method 

Redheaded Peckerwood came out of numerous journeys that Christian Patterson conducted in 

Starkweather and Fugate’s footsteps. Travelling at the same time of year, though nearly half a 

century later, the photographer made his way from Lincoln, Nebraska to Douglas, Wyoming 

multiple times, stopping at all the places the murderers had stopped.430 Working as a detective, 

Patterson visited the archives of newspapers, historical societies, and police departments en 

route, and met with and interviewed various individuals with knowledge of the case.  

What Patterson searched for was objects and anecdotes with either a direct or a more 

symbolic relationship with the historical events. And the information he gathered on the journey 

served as the basis for a visually diverse collection of photographs that he made either on site 

or afterwards in his studio. As Karen Irvine explains in the booklet that accompanies Redheaded 

Peckerwood, some of the photographs in the photobook are reproductions of found photographs 

and paper objects, and the rest are original photographs that Patterson made specifically for the 

photobook.431  

The photographs in the latter group, which consists of Patterson’s own photographs, re-

enact historicised techniques, genres, styles, and motifs drawn from various photographic 

fields, such as photojournalism, forensics, advertising, art, the law, archival science, and the 

cinema. However, the photographer does not provide information on the source or origin of any 

particular photograph. Therefore, readers cannot be entirely sure whether they are looking at a 

reproduction or at one of Patterson’s original photographs when leafing through Redheaded 

Peckerwood. 

While the photobook’s pages are unpaginated, a linear movement through the work 

suggests a loose correspondence between the photobook and the chronology of the underlying 

historical events. Still, each photograph holds merely an elusive and enigmatic relationship with 

the case, which the captions contribute to. Patterson himself has thus compared Redheaded 

 
428 Op. cit., iv. 
429 Newton, Waste Land, 346. 
430 Daniel Augschöll and Anya Jasbar, ‘Interview with Christian Patterson’, Ahorn Magazine, no. 9 (2012), 
http://www.ahornmagazine.com/issue_9/interview_patterson/interview_patterson.html (accessed 15 January 
2019). 
431 See: Karen Irvine’s untitled essay in the unpaginated essay booklet that accompanies Patterson’s Redheaded 
Peckerwood. 
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Peckerwood with Dennis Wheatley and J. G. Links’ equally mysterious 1930s Crime Dossier 

parlour games.432 These games were produced as cardboard folders reminiscent of detectives’ 

files, and contained cryptic collections of texts, pictures, and physical clues that the players 

were invited to decipher in order to solve fictional crimes.433  

As a visual analogy, the comparison between Redheaded Peckerwood and the Crime 

Dossiers is apt, and several commentators have hence reproduced it in articles on Patterson’s 

photobook.434 But conceptually, the work is clearly more similar to Truman Capote’s 1965 

‘non-fiction’ novel In Cold Blood: A True Account of a Multiple Murder and its Consequences, 

which it has also been compared with on several occasions.435  Like In Cold Blood does, 

Patterson’s photobook also refers to real murders. And this reference to reality charges the 

work’s contents very differently from how the fictional crimes of the Crime Dossier parlour 

games are charged, even though the Starkweather homicides are already solved and the killers 

tried for their crimes.  

Not even the comparison with true crime novels like In Cold Blood does entirely capture 

Patterson’s project. The true crime genre lays claim to documentary truth and a correspondence 

between the elements in the book and the actual underlying events. Redheaded Peckerwood, 

however, does not suggest a similar level of realism as the true crime genre does, since Patterson 

openly draws from the visual languages of fiction and from traditional documentary styles. 

Rather than a classic documentary, I argue that what we have is thus a work that mirrors how 

information technology makes all kinds of data available on the same level, without apparent 

hierarchy and without the possibility for immediate verification of the elements’ truth.  

More than anything, I contend, Redheaded Peckerwood resembles the results of a 

Google image search or ‘a random collection of images thrown together on a Facebook page’, 

as Gerry Badger puts it.436 Like Google, Patterson’s photobook brings pre-existing cultural 

objects and figures into a new constellation, without consideration for each elements’ source. 

And I contend that the artistic tendency that Nicolas Bourriaud, in 2002, referred to as the ‘art 

 
432 Sean O’Hagan, ‘Christian Patterson goes on the Trail of America’s Natural Born Killers’, The Guardian, 1 
December 2011, https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2011/dec/01/christian-patterson-photos-redheaded-
peckerwood (accessed 17 December 2018). 
433 Fig. 3.2. 
434 Jörg M. Colberg, ‘A Conversation with Christian Patterson’, Conscientious Photography Magazine, 30 April 
2013, http://cphmag.com/a-conversation-with-christian-patterson/ (accessed 5 January 2018). 
435 See for example: Jacob Pastrovich, ‘Christian Patterson by Jacob Pastrovich’, Bomb Magazine, 18 March 2013, 
https://bombmagazine.org/articles/christian-patterson/ (accessed 8 January 2018) and Erin Kelly, ‘The Chilling 
Images in Christian Patterson’s “Redheaded Peckerwood”’, All That’s Interesting, 31 August 2013, 
https://allthatsinteresting.com/christian-patterson-redheaded-peckerwood (accessed 15 January 2019). 
436 Badger, ‘It’s All Fiction’, 33. 
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of postproduction’, thus appears as the most appropriate reference for Patterson’s work.437 The 

term ‘postproduction’ refers to an artistic tendency that emerged in the early 1990s as a response 

to the development of the World Wide Web, with exponents such as Pierre Huyghe, Maurizio 

Cattelan, Gabriel Orozco, Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster, Rirkrit Tiravanija, Vanessa Beecroft, 

and Liam Gillick. 

Bourriaud argues that postproductive artists are comparable by the way they turn 

production into a form of consumption by remixing pre-existing cultural forms into new 

constellations that mirror the increasing cultural chaos of the information age. 438  That 

description fits well with Redheaded Peckerwood too. And Bourriaud’s description of 

postproductive art’s ideal of digital sharing does the same. Indeed, without informing his 

readers of the origins of any particular element, Patterson – like the artists discussed by 

Bourriaud – unashamedly reproduces historicized styles, motives, and techniques associated 

with various photographic fields, as well as actual photographs, without informing his readers 

of the origins of any particular element.439  

 

Framing and navigation 

Redheaded Peckerwood’s most salient feature is the myriad frames that proliferate throughout 

the photobook, such as window frames (‘House at Night’, ‘Death Figure’, ‘Curtains for 

You’),440 door frames (‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’, ‘Broken Home’, ‘Broken-Down Door’, 

‘Store Door’), 441  and picture frames and drawn frames (‘Burned-Out Room’, ‘Caril Ann 

(Captured)’, ‘Charlie’s Bloody Ear’, ‘Sheriff Heflin’, ‘Sisters Kissing’).442 I contend that these 

myriad frames metaphorically point to the way in which Patterson’s remixing of historicised 

material, styles, motives, and techniques makes us aware of how our experience of photographs 

relies on such sets of cultural conventions that are known as frames within sociology.443 

A ‘frame’, according to sociologist Erving Goffman’s 1974 Frame Analysis: An Essay 

on the Organization of Experience, is a set of conventions that governs events and phenomena 

and how we engage with them, such as media, advertising, and religion. Frames are valuable in 

the sense that they allow subjects to make sense of complex information by directing perception 

 
437 Nicolas Bourriaud, Postproduction. Culture as Screenplay: How Art Reprograms the World (New York: Lukas 
& Sternberg, 2005). 
438 Op. cit., 13. 
439 Op. cit., 86–89.  
440 Fig. 3.3, 3.4, and 3.5. 
441 Fig. 3.6, 3.7, 3.8, and 3.9 (recto). 
442 Fig. 3.10, 3.11 (verso), 3.12, 3.13, and 3.14. 
443 The photographs in Redheaded Peckerwood are referred to by their captions throughout the chapter. The 
captions are mainly provided in the main text, but sometimes in parentheses. 
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and suggesting forms of interpretation. Yet as such they are also highly selective and 

differential, and an instalment of a frame necessarily delegitimises other equally valid frames.444  

The meaning of the term ‘frame’ is related to the meaning of the word ‘context’, which 

refers to the circumstances that form the setting for an object or event. But while the context 

can be entirely abstract, the frame is a specific and immediate kind of context that encompasses 

not only the representational structure that the event relies on, but also the event’s material 

properties.445 When we open Redheaded Peckerwood and start considering the visually diverse 

photographs it contains, we become acutely aware of how the work offers more than just one 

frame in light of which to read the photobook’s account of the Starkweather case. Therefore, I 

argue that that the criminal case as such serves a more wide-ranging reflection on the frames 

that govern the cultural representation of the spree, even though the Starkweather murder spree 

is Redheaded Peckerwood’s undisputable centre of narrative gravity. 

Considering its relatively recent publication, Redheaded Peckerwood has received 

massive attention from reviewers and photography commentators. Nonetheless, Emma 

Bennett’s ‘Photographically Unconcealing the Crimes: Christian Patterson’s Redheaded 

Peckerwood and Heidegger’s Aletheia’ is to date the only scholarly article to thoroughly 

analyse Patterson’s work.446 Like me, Bennett acknowledges that by centring on the historical 

case, Redheaded Peckerwood serves as a reflection on how our experiences of photographs are 

conditioned by frames. She describes the relationship between photographs and frames like 

this: 

 
However little distortion it displays, a photograph is always a specific framing of 
a specific moment, excluding other framings and moments. It is by thus framing 
the world that the photograph presents an image: the photograph encloses its 
subject-matter in order to disclose its particular view.447  

 

For Bennett, the frame provides a static grid in light of which readers can understand the 

particular photograph’s level of truth, which she conceives as Redheaded Peckerwood’s 

primary theme.448 Still, she does not consider the way in which Redheaded Peckerwood, as a 

 
444 Goffman, Frame Analysis, 10–11.  
445  Monica Westin, ‘Keyword: Frame (2)’, The Chicago School of Media Theory, 
https://lucian.uchicago.edu/blogs/mediatheory/keywords/frame-2/ (accessed 11 January 2018). 
446 Emma Bennett, ‘Photographically Unconcealing the Crimes: Christian Patterson’s Redheaded Peckerwood and 
Heidegger’s Aletheia’, Philosophy of Photography 4, no. 1 (2013): 47–71. 
447 Op. cit., 67. 
448 According to Bennett, Redheaded Peckerwood suggests that a straightforward notion of the photograph’s 
transparency to the world is insufficient to explain photography’s truth, which comes closer to Heidegger’s notion 
of truth as a process of ‘unconcealing’. 
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photobook network, invites an emergent process of rereading, which allows readers to 

encounter different reconfigurations of the same frames during their interaction with the 

photobook. As a result, Bennett ignores how the frames Patterson’s photobook invites us to use 

in considering the photographs’ relation to the murder case cannot be conceived as static 

elements. 

This emergent conception of the frame is what I, for a twofold reason, seek to 

demonstrate in the current chapter. First, because attention to the frame’s emergent character 

leads to a conception of Patterson’s photobook that challenges Emma Bennett’s conception of 

Redheaded Peckerwood as a reflection on the photograph’s documentary dimension. Second, 

because attention to the frame’s emergent character allows me to test this thesis’s overall 

hypothesis regarding perception of structural unity in photobooks: that such perceptions result 

from emergent patterns that unfold in and by rereading.  

In the case of Redheaded Peckerwood, the process of rereading relies extensively on 

cultural agency. This reliance, which is the focus of the present chapter, is a consequence of the 

post-digital situation that the work comes out of, which – in this case – encodes a process of 

rereading that extends across the World Wide Web’s vast cultural network of nodes and links. 

The notion of the ‘post-digital’ refers to the period that followed the 2010 smartphone 

revolution, whereby most people became able to share the possibility for constant digital 

connection.449 Within this situation, people have become used to meeting uncertainty with 

immediate Web searches on smartphones and tablets. I contend that Redheaded Peckerwood’s 

contextual sparseness and enigmatic take on the Starkweather case presuppose this habit, and 

that the work thus conceptualises extensive Web searches as an integrated part of its very 

definition. 

According to Bourriaud, the artworks that result from postproductive methods cannot 

be considered as the endpoints of creative processes, but rather as portals that imply an active 

form of readerly activity that he compares with online navigation.450  Like postproductive 

artworks, I claim that the network of visually diverse photographs that are juxtaposed within 

the covers of Redheaded Peckerwood encourages a form of active readerly engagement. 

However, while online navigation is merely an analogy for the reading processes that Bourriaud 

 
449 Cramer, ‘What is “Post-digital”?’. 
450 Bourriaud, Postproduction, 19. 
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addressed in 2002, I contend that actual online navigation is a fundamental premise for the 

reader’s repetitive interaction with Redheaded Peckerwood.451  

Interestingly, Bennett provides multiple references to online interviews with Christian 

Patterson. She also refers to supplementary ‘research’ activity that she assumedly conducted 

online, in order to detect how the various frames that the work invites allow particular aspects 

of the Starkweather case to come forth.452 Nonetheless, she explicitly defines the work as the 

outcome of the relationship between the physical photobook object and the reader’s shifting 

positions within it.453 And since she considers the online searches that Redheaded Peckerwood 

invites as external to the work’s constitution, Bennett states that readers without prior 

knowledge of the Starkweather case experience Patterson’s work ‘in a state of naivety’.454 

However, I claim that people rarely experience anything in a state of naivety in the current 

‘post-digital’ era, and not photobooks.  

To engage in a photobook is an intimate and generally slow-paced affair that requires a 

high degree of performativity on the part of the reader in order to establish meaningful 

connections between its various elements. This requirement for readerly participation implies 

that the process of rereading both historical and contemporary photobooks might easily be 

supplemented by online searches. This was the case when I reread both Schorr’s and Goldin’s 

photobooks in the first and second chapters of this thesis. Still, these former forays across the 

World Wide Web led me quite rapidly back to the space between the photobook and the reader, 

while the searches that I performed when rereading Redheaded Peckerwood did not.  

 Actually, the process of rereading Patterson’s work extends across the Web to such a 

degree that I contend that the larger part of the system’s nodes is encountered online, that is, 

within a digital realm that – like Redheaded Peckerwood itself – is constantly changing and 

expanding. In Redheaded Peckerwood, the artwork’s limits are thus at stake because of 

Patterson’s conceptualisation of online searches as an integrated dimension of the network. That 

is, they are at stake because the results of online searches are governed by algorithms readers 

cannot control, even while the readers decide on the terms they type into the search field in 

order to understand the connection between the work and the Starkweather myth.  

 
451 In the artworld, the concept ‘Post Internet’ tends to be coined as a description of artworks that are about the 
effects of the Internet on aesthetics, culture, and society. Patterson’s work is not so much ‘about’ the Internet. 
Instead, I argue, Redheaded Peckerwood is fundamentally reliant on a contemporary condition where readers are 
generally immersed in a digital sphere through the Internet. 
452 Bennett, ‘Photographically Unconcealing the Crimes’, 58.  
453 Op. cit., 53. 
454 Op. cit., 52–53. 
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Since the process of rereading Redheaded Peckerwood is partially governed by 

algorithms, the reader cannot entirely control it. Still, this uncontrollability does not lead to a 

situation of total entropy whereby the work thus becomes indistinguishable from its cultural 

context. No matter how far the rereading process ventures into the World Wide Web’s 

gargantuan network of connections, I argue that the process is held in check by a memetic 

principle of rereading that allows the reader to encounter the same frames, and thus the 

Starkweather case, in multiple different forms. 

 

A memetic principle of rereading 

Darwin’s theory of natural selection suggests a mechanism for evolution without a designer. 

Evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins’s 1976 The Selfish Gene expands the use of Darwin’s 

principle of evolution to genetic transmission, which he thus considers as a ‘selfish’ process 

that carries itself out with necessity, whether transmission is beneficial to the gene’s host or not. 

Interestingly, within the context of this thesis, is the fact that he extends the same evolutionary 

mechanism to the cultural realm too, where he proposes that it governs the transmission of what 

he calls ‘memes’, and thus the evolution of the human brain.455 

The term ‘meme’ is modelled on the Ancient Greek concept ‘mimeme’, which means 

to ‘imitate’ or ‘mime’. The term refers to cultural units that spread from person to person 

through a process of imitation, often via technologies such as computers, books, and 

paintings.456 The concept of the ‘meme’ can thus refer to all kinds of recognisable cultural 

entities that are passed on, no matter their size and complexity.457 To paraphrase psychologist 

Susan Blackmore: if you hum the famous first notes of Beethoven’s Fifth in an elevator, and 

thus infect one of your fellow passengers with them, that is a meme. But if you buy your friend 

a ticket to hear the whole symphony in a concert hall, whereupon she enthusiastically plays the 

entire piece to another friend on her home stereo, the whole composition is a meme.458 And, I 

add, the symphony still counts as a meme if humankind has collectively forgotten it, as long as 

it is stored somewhere.459 

Memes, as Dawkins explains, are ‘units of convenience’, rather than stable structures. 

Like genes, they can incorporate smaller units within themselves, and form complexes within 

 
455 Dawkins, The Selfish Gene, 206. 
456 Ibid.  
457 Op. cit., 210. 
458 Susan Blackmore, The Meme Machine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 53–54. 
459 Op. cit., 210. 
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which the component units mutually reinforce each other’s survival and propagation.460 Within 

our shared culture, myriad such memes compete with each other to get into our brains, which 

is the condition for their survival.461 While I describe memes as competing with each other, this 

does not, however, mean that memes are conscious, purposeful agents in the way that humans 

are. It merely means that memes copy themselves if they can, in a process that humans cannot 

entirely control.462  

Consider for example the way in which a hit song that plays repeatedly on the radio 

might stick in your brain and make you hum it distractedly on your way to work, although you 

find the melody annoying and the lyrics outright chauvinistic.463 Or think about how certain 

diets become fads, although they are clearly harmful. Without our being fully aware of it, 

memes might turn us into vehicles for their replication, and memetic transmission is thus 

analogue to Dawkins’s conception of ‘selfish’ genetic transmission. 

Despite the analogy with genetic transmission, the process of memetic imitation is, 

however, not the particulate, all-or-none transmission that we have with genes. When we imitate 

a meme, as Dawkins explains, the meme tends to combine with other memes or to otherwise 

mutate. 464  One example could be the so-called ‘gestural brush stroke’ typical of abstract 

expressionist paintings. Each particular stroke is indeed different, yet on one level all strokes 

are recognizable as the same; otherwise they would not have been versions of the same meme. 

This quality of imitation through variation, which is characteristic of the meme, implies that it 

must be considered as a fundamentally emergent figure.465  

The recently emerging field of ‘memetics’, the study of memes, seeks to answer the 

question of what it is that allows certain memes to occupy people’s attention more successfully 

than other memes. According to Davi Johnson, prominent scholars in the field propose that the 

meme’s success does not have to do with truth, but with two other things. The first of these is 

 
460 Dawkins, The Selfish Gene, 209–212.  
461 Op. cit., 211. 
462 Op. cit., 210. 
463 Given Dawkins’s reliance on the comparison between memetic transmission and biological processes of gene 
transmission and evolution, his original definition of the term was associated only with unintentional forms of 
human agency. Like Susan Blackmore, I shall, however, delimit the analogy between genes and memes to a shared 
principle of Darwinian replication. Blackmore, The Meme Machine, 66. 
464 Dawkins, The Selfish Gene, 209. 
465 My conception of the meme as an emergent figure is supported by Dawkins’s indication of an alternative 
etymology for the term, which relates it to the French term ‘même’. ‘Même’ means ‘same’, and the indicated 
connection to the meme thus points to the latter’s reproductive quality. However, since ‘même’ is also the second 
part of French personal pronouns, the same root also indicates that imitation is not to be conceived of as a one-to-
one process, but rather as an emergent form of reproduction that allows for variation between each particular 
example of the same meme. That conception of the meme is also supported by Dawkins’s indication of a link 
between the meme and ‘memory’, if we consider the latter to be an emergent figure prone to constant variation, as 
I did in the preceding chapter of this thesis. Dawkins, The Selfish Gene, 206. 
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the meme’s psychological appeal.466 While this appeal obviously varies from one context to 

another, the most common topics for searches on the World Wide Web indicate that humans 

are generally drawn to sex, food, and fighting.467 This attraction suggests that people will want 

to copy a certain meme if it is related to either sex, food, or fighting, and that it is hence more 

likely to replicate successfully than are memes unrelated to these three factors. And the more 

people that copy the meme, the more people will be exposed to it, and the chances that it will 

catch on will thus increase exponentially.  

According to Johnson, the other thing that increases the meme’s capacity for effective 

circulation is ambiguity.468 When there is more than one way to understand a cultural unit, 

people spend more time contemplating it, thus increasing the chances that people will remember 

it, and hence pass it on to others. Furthermore, ambiguity makes the meme flexible and 

adaptable to multiple situations of use, thus also increasing its chances for successful replication 

in other contexts than the original one.469 However, as Johnson makes clear, ambiguity only 

ensures success to a certain point. Like a teenage fashion item that suddenly catches on among 

members of the parental generation, the meme loses its appeal if its ubiquity becomes too 

pervasive.470 

I argue that Redheaded Peckerwood’s reflection on the frames that govern the 

representation of historical events – in this case, the Starkweather murder spree – unfolds 

according to an emergent principle that is analogue to the dissemination of memes. Speaking 

about this emergent principle, which I refer to as a ‘memetic principle of rereading’, I consider 

the overall photobook network as a competitive environment analogue to the human brain, and 

the frames that strive against each other to achieve hegemony over our conception of the work 

as memes.  

What provides the photobook network with structural unity, despite its extension across 

the immense World Wide Web, is the way in which these frames repeat themselves by variation 

when we search within Redheaded Peckerwood and online in order to grasp how the photobook 

relates to the Starkweather murder case. Within each frame, several smaller memetic units do, 

however, replicate with a similar level of variation as the more expansive frames do. And while 

I refer to these smaller cultural figures as memes too, I conceive of their replication as sub-

 
466 Davi Johnson, ‘Mapping the Meme: A Geographical Approach to Materialist Rhetorical Criticism’, Materialist 
Rhetorical Criticism, Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 4, no. 1 (2007): 42. 
467 Blackmore, The Meme Machine, 217. 
468 Johnson, ‘Mapping the Meme’, 42. 
469 Ibid. 
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processes, in the sense that they merely support the constitution of the frames that Redheaded 

Peckerwood revolves around.  

Since Patterson’s photobook suggests multiple equally valid frames in light of which 

we might understand the Starkweather case, I argue that which particular frame eventually 

establishes hegemony over particular readers’ conception of the work depends on what they – 

consciously or unconsciously – find most appealing in their current situation. Different readers 

thus choose to approach the work, and hence the criminal case, in light of different frames. Still, 

the effects of their choices are the same: they ignore other and less interesting frames, even if 

these other frames allow for equally truthful representations of the case. 

With the most appealing frame as their point of departure, readers embark on their online 

search for links that connect the photographs in the photobook with the Starkweather case. 

While it is the readers that decide which terms to type into the search field, they do not control 

the results that the Web provides them with. And usually, searches do not return just one, but 

rather multiple results that might all point towards a connection between Redheaded 

Peckerwood and the Starkweather case. However, if the chosen frame is appealing, I contend 

that readers will unconsciously choose to go further with the result that fits best into the already-

selected frame, which will thus repeat itself. And if the frame retains its appeal, this process can 

happen several times, and the same frame will thus repeat itself more than once. 

There is, of course, a level of variation that distinguishes the readers’ various encounters 

with the same frames from each other. But as long as these various encounters are recognisable 

as versions of the same frame, they support the same version of the Starkweather case. At 

certain stages of the readers’ interaction with the photobook, the frame will, however, no longer 

lead to more information on the Starkweather case and thus gradually loses its appeal. Yet this 

does not necessarily mean that the reader abandons the frame altogether.  

If the frame is appealing, we unconsciously seek to retain it as a grid for our interaction 

with the work, and thus for our conception of the criminal case. And if the frame is not just 

appealing, but also ambiguous, we have the possibility to do that. That is because ambiguity 

allows for a reconfiguration of the frame that makes it relevant for whole new sets of search 

results or nodes, which we might encounter in the photobook or online. This reconfiguration of 

the frame is radical, and thus it requires us to reread the Starkweather case. And this requirement 

speaks to an emergent conception of the frame, and of the historical events that it represents. 

Eventually, even the most appealing and ambiguous frame does, however, lose its grip 

on the readers’ imagination. At one point or another, the frame becomes too expansive. And 

when the frame can mean nearly anything, it tends to become uninteresting. This, however, 
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does not imply that we have reached the network’s outer borders, but rather that we have arrived 

at the starting point of another of the network’s contours. The exhaustion of one frame – after 

a longer or shorter time, and after a varying number of mutations – leads to it being replaced 

by another frame, which is, however, prone to travel according to the same memetic principle 

of rereading. And given the predictability of that memetic principle, I argue that readers are 

allowed to experience a pattern that provides Redheaded Peckerwood with structural unity. And 

that pattern carries a reflection on how frames and the historical events they represent spread 

within a nation’s collective imagination. 

 

Reframing history 

The last photograph in Redheaded Peckerwood’s three-picture introduction is captioned 

‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’.471 It appears as a classical documentary photograph in black-and-

white, showing an underground storm shelter from the outside. The most interesting aspect of 

the photograph is, for me, its function within a visual structure that stacks three material frames 

on top of each other: the wooden door frame that the photograph represents, the thick white 

frame that supports the photographic entity, and the even thicker white frame that surrounds the 

photograph on the page. The reason why I am intrigued by this visual structure is that it reads 

as a particularly explicit illustration of the way in which frames compete and replicate during 

the readers’ interaction with Redheaded Peckerwood, according to a memetic principle of 

rereading. 

A structure that supports the entrance to an architectural construction might be referred 

to as a ‘frontispiece’.472 The photograph’s caption, ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’, might thus be 

considered as a reference to the wooden door frame that occupies the photograph’s centre, 

where it creates a ‘repoussoir’ effect that draws the readers’ eyes towards the disorderly inside 

of the storm cellar. That architectural frame is, however, doubled by the thin white frame that 

runs around the photographic entity, which redefines the visual field. In light of this second 

frame, the readers’ eyes no longer centre on the barely visible furniture in the storm cellar, but 

on the photographic structure that governs the representation of that motif.  

There is, however, also a third frame that strives against the other two in order to achieve 

hegemony over the readers’ conception of the visual field that presents itself in relation to the 

caption ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’. This third frame is constituted by the unprinted and thick 

 
471 Fig. 3.6. 
472 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. ‘Frontispiece, n.’. 1989, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/74941?rskey=O6wFoj&result=1#eid (accessed 15 January 2019). 
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white border of the page that supports both the architectural frame and the photograph’s frame, 

and lodges them within a more expansive visual context equal to that of the photobook itself. 

That framing of the visual field is also supported by the caption’s reference to a frontispiece. 

For while the term could be read as a reference to the wooden frame seen in the photograph, it 

can also be conceived of as a reference to the photograph’s proximate position in relation to the 

photobook’s title page, and thus to its location within a photographic sequence.473  

Within ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’, the simultaneous presence of an architectural frame, 

the photograph’s frame, and the frame that surrounds the photographic entity suggests three 

competing and equally valid ways of delimiting the readers’ field of vision. Readers cannot take 

all these three frames into account simultaneously, and since they are all valid, it seems 

reasonable to argue, in line with memetic theory, that they focus on the one they find most 

appealing. The material frames that appear in relation to the caption ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’ 

thus exemplify a desire-driven, rather than rational selective mechanism that synthesises 

Redheaded Peckerwood’s overall mode of functioning. That is, the material frames exemplify 

how the readers, at all stages of their interaction with the photobook, choose more or less 

consciously between a range of available frames. And since these frames might all lead to valid 

conceptions of the Starkweather myth, that choice is primarily governed by each frame’s 

individual appeal to the readers. 

Since the cinematic frame is the frame that appealed most strongly to me, it came to 

dominate my conception of Redheaded Peckerwood. In the following and last part of the current 

chapter, I shall thus trace my repeated encounters with the cinematic frame during the process 

of rereading Redheaded Peckerwood. But before I start tracing this particular frame, I will 

outline how my exploration of Redheaded Peckerwood evolved from my initial interest in 

‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’. That is, how it evolved from an interest triggered by the 

photograph’s appealingly complex material construction.  

Pondering the material structure of the page that Patterson presents under the caption 

‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’, I ultimately found myself engaged in extensive online searches for 

a relationship between the photograph of the storm shelter and the Starkweather case. No matter 

how intensely I stared into the cellar’s opening through the wooden frame at the photograph’s 

centre, I discerned nothing but a few overturned chairs and some scattered sheets of paper. And 

this contextual sparseness, which the photograph’s caption did not remedy, encouraged me to 

search the Web for clues about how to read the photograph.  

 
473 Ibid. 
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Given Redheaded Peckerwood’s reliance on the Starkweather case, I immediately 

assumed that ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’ is a crime-scene photograph taken by a detective or 

by a forensic technician on one of the murder sites. My first online searches were thus conducted 

in relation to a forensic frame. These searches revealed that ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’ is a 

photograph of the storm cellar where the bodies of Starkweather victims Robert Jensen and 

Carol King were found, since I discovered another photograph of what seems to be the same 

storm cellar, with Jensen’s dead body.474 This discovery confirmed my initial experience of 

Patterson’s photograph as a reproduction of a piece of evidence, while also suggesting that quite 

a few of the photobook’s other photographs are the same (such as the inserted postcard, and 

such as ‘Confession Letter’ and ‘The Election is Over’, which all appear as reproductions of 

original, weathered documents).475 However, my online searches also suggested other frames 

in light of which to approach Redheaded Peckerwood’s representation of the Starkweather case. 

In addition to the information on Jensen and King, which confirmed the forensic frame 

as an appropriate framework for my conception of ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’, my online 

searches resulted in a photograph that shows a group of photographers who point their cameras 

into the same storm cellar.476 The photographers capture the scene from a similar perspective 

as the one that we find reproduced in ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’, which suggests that the 

photograph in Redheaded Peckerwood is the result of one of the photographers’ work. This 

possibility suggests a reading of ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’ in light of a journalistic frame that 

leads to a conception of Patterson’s picture as a press photograph. That narrative seems to be 

supported by several photographs in the photobook that either show journalists, or that refer to 

their role in the investigation and murder trial (such as the inserted postcard, and the 

photographs that are captioned ‘The Press’ and ‘Emotions’).477 

Further online searches also revealed a relationship between ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’ 

and a selection of photographs of similar architectural constructions in the geographical area 

where the Starkweather homicides took place.478 These photographs are not limited to one style, 

yet they might all be said to support a geographical framing of ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’ as 

a topographical index of the so-called ‘Tornado Alley’: the arid and storm-ridden landscape 

that threw Starkweather’s family into poverty and thus nurtured his growing feeling of 

 
474 Fig. 3.15. 
475 Fig. 3.16 and 3.17 (paper object inserted between pages). 
476 Fig. 3.18. 
477 Fig. 3.19, 3.20, and 3.21 (recto). 
478 Fig. 3.22. 
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alienation. 479  That framing of the relationship between the ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’ 

photograph and the murder case also seems to be supported by a range of other photographs in 

Patterson’s photobook, such as ‘24th Street Road (Road at Night)’, ‘Landscape on Fire’, and 

‘Prairie Grass Swirl’.480 

The forensic-, journalistic- and geographical frames all appeared as valid entries into 

‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’, and thereby into Redheaded Peckerwood’s story of the 

Starkweather homicides. The memetic association that appeared most appealing to me during 

my searches for a connection between the photograph in the photobook and the murder case, 

however, manifested itself on the basis of a movie still from American film director Jules 

Dassin’s 1948 film noir The Naked City. The movie still is conducted in a similar black-and-

white style as ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’ is, and it shows a similar storm cellar. But where 

‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’ is taken from a position outside, the movie still is taken from the 

inside and shows the body of a criminal played by Ted de Corsia, who is about to enter.481 And 

this is where I too – though unknowingly at that first stage of the process of rereading – entered 

into the cinematic frame that increasingly came to claim hegemony over my conception of the 

Starkweather events.  

In the following, I shall trace this cinematic frame, which appears in four different guises 

during the memetic act of rereading, before finally losing its appeal. Within the analysis of 

Redheaded Peckerwood, I shall repeatedly refer to unverified online information. Some readers 

might find such references speculative and un-academic, yet I contend that this approach 

follows from the work’s reliance on extensive navigation within the World Wide Web’s post-

factual realm. Before I begin, I shall also ask the readers to keep in mind that a similar plethora 

of competing frames appear at all stages of the rereading process, as they did during my initial 

searches for a link between the ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’ photograph and the Starkweather 

case. But due to spatial limitations, I shall describe only the results that support a memetic 

rereading of the Starkweather case in light of the cinematic frame, which I initially conceive of 

as a reference to American film noir. 

 

 
479  Wikipedia, ‘Tornado Alley’, 6 January 2019, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tornado_Alley (accessed 15 
January 2019). 
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I: The film noir 

The term ‘film noir’ refers to a particular kind of Hollywood crime drama that explores the dark 

sides of human psychology, and that emphasises cynical attitudes, feelings of estrangement, 

and sexual motivations. The classical period of film noir extends from the early 1940s to the 

late 1950s, which was a time of great unease in the United States. Society was attempting to 

readjust to the post-war era’s redefined political and social climate, 482  and film noir’s 

characteristic aesthetic, which includes high-key lighting, deep focus, dark shadows, 

silhouettes, disorienting ‘mise-en-scènes’, vertiginous angles, and extreme close-ups,483 seems 

to be expressive of this disquieting post-war situation.  

In the 1930s, the use of flashbulbs, new kinds of cameras, and faster shutter speeds 

allowed newspaper photographers to capture the dark underbelly of the city during night, 

resulting in a particular style and subject matter that greatly influenced the film noir.484 No 

photographer is more representative of this form of tabloid photography than Arthur ‘Weegee’ 

Fellig, who influenced Dassin directly through his 1945 photobook Naked City. Weegee’s 

photobook, which compiles a series of New York crime scene photographs, provided Dassin 

with inspiration for the style, setting, and contents of his depiction of a police investigation that 

followed the murder of a young woman in New York City.  

The visual unfolding of The Naked City’s plot is accompanied by the disembodied voice 

of producer Mark Hellinger, who wraps it up with this iconic line: ‘There are eight million 

stories in the naked city. This has been one of them’.485 Similarly, Redheaded Peckerwood 

carries the potential for numerous versions of the Starkweather story – far too many for anyone 

to tell them all. And the film noir frame allows one of these stories to unfold by drawing a range 

of pictures external to the photobook into the network.  

With my recognition of ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’ as a memetic equivalent to the still 

from Dassin’s The Naked City, several of the photobook’s other black-and-white photographs, 

conducted in a similar style and with a similarly sinister mood, reappear for my inner eye. 

Patterson’s telling ‘You Know Who’,486 which shows a window with those same words pasted 

 
482 Unnamed author, ‘The Postwar Period Through the 1950s’, Encyclopedia of American Social History, eds. 
Mary Kupiec Cayton et al., Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1993, 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/BT2313026907/UHIC?u=sain62671&xid=1535711f (accessed 22 January 
2018). 
483 Campany, Photography and Cinema, 141. 
484J. I. Bake, ‘How Tabloids Inspired Film Noir’, LIFE Books, 31 August 2016, http://time.com/4460487/tabloids-
film-noir/ (accessed 11 January 2018). 
485 Wikipedia, ‘The Naked City’, 3 November 2018, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Naked_City (accessed 15 
January 2019). 
486 Fig. 3.27. 
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onto it, provides a noir-like and chilling feeling of approaching danger. The dark shadows that 

cover the grounds of a country road in Redheaded Peckerwood’s ‘Shady Lane (Meyer Farm)’ 

become a foreshadowing of Starkweather victim August Meyer’s death. 487  A bedroom 

destroyed by fire in the photograph captioned ‘Burned-Out Room’ mirrors the raw crime scenes 

that appear in film noirs of the time.488  And several other photographs in the photobook 

memetically reproduce the particular aesthetics of film noir, which tends to read as shorthand 

for the film noir itself.  

In light of the film noir frame, the historical events of the Starkweather case come across 

as the downwards-spiralling plot characteristic of the genre. That plot structure mirrors a 

particularly American form of existentialism that gained ground in the 1950s, a form based on 

the idea that life has no meaning or purpose, or any given morality, and that one is therefore 

left to exercise the principle of free will.489 Yet this perspective also implied that one had to 

accept the consequences of every decision made, rather than blaming misfortunes on something 

like ‘the system’ or somebody else. And in the film noir, this interlinking of sin and punishment 

is conventionalised in multiple films where we see how one bad decision can get out of 

control.490 

Dassin’s first film noir, The Tell-Tale Heart (1941), is based on Edgar Allan Poe’s novel 

with the same title. Dassin’s film is representative of the film noir’s downwards-spiralling plot. 

The film centres on a murder that was not conducted for pleasure or money, but rather was 

triggered by emotional and verbal abuse over several years, until the victim was no longer able 

to take it. Yet his decision to kill the offender leads the film’s protagonist into a spiral of guilt 

that ultimately makes him confess his crime to the police, whereupon he receives his due 

punishment. 

One of The Tell-Tale Heart’s most iconic frames shows a close-up of the protagonist’s 

ear as he hears the phantom heartbeats of the man he has murdered.491 That picture establishes 

a memetic relationship between the frame that shows the protagonist’s ear and the photograph 

in Redheaded Peckerwood that is captioned ‘Charlie’s Bloody Ear’.492 The latter photograph 

was assumedly taken directly after his capture, and it shows the back of Starkweather’s head 

and bloody earlobe. In the context of the film noir frame, the black-and-white style of the 

 
487 Fig. 3.28 (recto). 
488 Fig. 3.10. 
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photograph reads as a take on the film noir aesthetic and the close-up of the back of the 

murderer’s head and his earlobe as a memetic reproduction of one particular movie frame from 

The Tell-Tale Heart. This connection suggests a reading of Starkweather as the tormented 

victim of his own actions in the sense that one bad decision – the murder and robbery of his 

first victim, gas station attendant Robert Colvert – led him into a killing spree that he found 

himself unable to stop.  

Starkweather’s killing spree, as does the protagonist’s doomed trajectory in The Tell-

Tale Heart, ends in a confrontation with the police. This confrontation is what we apparently 

see in ‘Charlie’s Bloody Ear’. The photograph shows a police officer, towering up in front of 

the stubby murderer, as an incarnation of his awaiting punishment. The photograph 

demonstrates how ‘[y]ou can’t run away from anything’, as Fugate allegedly said upon their 

capture.493 This demonstration leads me to the photograph Patterson has titled ‘You Can’t Run 

Away from Anything (Tire)’,494 which doubles the typical film noir fatalism and existential 

bitterness of Fugate’s phrase by allying it with a tire. That is, by allying the phrase with a 

circular figure that reads as a pun on the saying that ‘what goes around comes around’, which 

means that you get what you deserve.495 

During my online investigation of the relationship between a set of tropes associated 

with the film noir and the 1957/58 murder case, I discover that Starkweather insisted on being 

tried in his hometown rather than in Wyoming, where he was captured. Thereby, he might 

unknowingly have signed his own death sentence. While Wyoming Governor Milward 

Simpson was a staunch death-penalty opponent, Nebraskan authorities were not, and 

uncompromisingly sentenced Starkweather to death by the electric chair. On 25 June 1959, the 

police deputies led Starkweather to his destiny,496 thus confirming the necessary relationship 

between punishment and sin that is staged in the film noir. 

Converse County Sheriff Earl Heflin, the police officer who led the hunt for the killers 

and the investigation of the case, represents the punishment that Starkweather and Fugate duly 

received. According to online searches, Sheriff Heflin was the one who stopped Starkweather’s 
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escape, by firing his gun out the window of the police car.497 Afterwards, Heflin is said to have 

remarked scornfully that the reason Starkweather stopped was that he noticed the drops of blood 

on his earlobe and assumed he was bleeding to death. Thereby, the sheriff describes the prisoner 

as a coward, stating that the story describes ‘the kind of yellow son of a bitch he is’.498 Yet 

simultaneously, he portrays himself as a rough and uncompromising lawman. That portrayal, 

and the verbal wit that Heflin’s comment exemplifies,499 is adaptable to a reading of the sheriff 

as the hard-boiled detective hero who is a conventional character in classical film noirs such as 

The Naked City.500 

 In the photobook, Heflin is pictured in a black-and-white photograph captioned ‘Sheriff 

Heflin’,501 where he poses in typical film noir fashion as a lone figure behind a desk with a 

cigarette in his mouth and a telephone in his hand. The telephone, another common film noir 

prop, allows for a technical connection between the police detective and his witnesses. 

Nonetheless, the hard-boiled hero remains an alienated figure, and while the telephone provides 

him with other people’s information, he must process that information on his own.502 In the 

context of the film noir frame, Sheriff Heflin’s gesture of putting a telephone to his ear – the 

ear thus appearing as a thrice-repeated meme – engenders a reading of him as a figure for 

isolation and estrangement.  

The feeling of isolation is representative of the film noir, but also of a more general 

sense of estrangement that ran through post-war American society. Given the existential 

perspective that underpinned post-war society in the United States, people tended to see 

themselves as individual beings forced to create their own selves bit by bit. And this pressure 

resulted in feelings of futility and estrangement that fed into an already-rising feeling of 

alienation that came from industrialisation and the development of mass society.503  

Charles Starkweather might be conceived of as the doomed villain, and Sheriff Heflin 

as the hard-boiled police detective of the film noir. Moreover, Redheaded Peckerwood allows 

for a reading of Caril Ann Fugate as a film noir character. In classical film noir, the villain tends 
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to be a male character. But the course towards his destiny tends to be the result not only of his 

own actions, but also of the manipulations of a female character known as a ‘spider woman’ or 

as a ‘femme fatale’. Rather than the typically weak and supplemental female characters that are 

normative of Hollywood films of the same era, the femme fatale is a deadly, sexy, mysterious, 

duplicitous, double-crossing, predatory, tough-sweet, unreliable, irresponsible, and desperate 

figure that unlovingly entangles the masculine protagonist in her spider webs of deceit.504 

The femme fatale is said to become a cultural figure in post-war film noir as the result 

of a particular historical situation. American women entered the workforce during the war, but 

they did not go quietly back to the kitchen when the war ended. Instead, they started to claim 

their rights and a place for themselves beyond the family home. This trend involved an emergent 

post-war feminist backlash that threatened the stability of sexual relationships and their 

inherently patriarchal biases, engendering a widespread feeling among husbands and sons that 

masculinity was under threat.505 The conventional film noir character of the femme fatale seems 

to be representative of this situation, given her opposition to the female standard that 

conservative forces sought to preserve at the time. 

At the beginning of film noirs, the viewer is typically tricked into adoring the femme 

fatale for her sexual appeal. Yet the conception of her as a simple prop for the male’s benefit 

lasts only until she commits deeds that challenge the viewer’s initial expectations of her as a 

compliant object for a male eye. In a well-known film noir by Tay Garnett, titled The Postman 

Always Rings Twice (1946), the archetypically femme fatale character Cora Smith exhibits what 

Christine Gledhill describes as ‘a remarkable series of unmotivated character switches and 

roles’.506 In her introductory shot, she is seen as the desired object of male attraction, but also 

as a hard-working woman. And later, she is seen successively as a ‘loving playmate in an 

adulterous relationship; a fearful girl in need of protection, [a] victim of male power; [a] hard, 

ruthless murderess; [and a] mother-to-be’. That is, she is seen according to the multiple roles 

and double roles typical of the femme fatale.507 

Fugate’s position between childhood and adolescence, and the uncertainty of her role as 

victim or offender, makes it plausible to read the fourteen-year-old Caril Ann Fugate as a femme 

fatale, that is, as an unpredictable female figure whose reckless manoeuvres and rapid switches 

between character roles led Starkweather into trouble. Patterson’s photograph of Fugate’s 
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grimacing face in the photo-booth portrait, captioned ‘Caril Ann (Funny Face)’,508 speaks to 

this image of her as a scheming trickster who challenges conventional behaviour. The other 

photographs of her in the photobook demonstrate a similarly wide spectrum of roles as the one 

that Gledhill associates with the femme fatale, where Fugate’s appearance ranges from the 

sweet smiling teenager that we see on the photobook’s cover to the small-town child in ‘Caril 

Ann (Captured)’,509 the loving sister in ‘Sisters Kissing’,510 and the haughty sex bomb in ‘Caril 

Ann (Tear-Stained)’.511  

Fugate’s roles as a version of the femme fatale is supported by the story of how she ran 

towards the police when captured, shouting that she had nothing to do with the killings and that 

she had been kidnapped by Starkweather. That is a version of the story that Starkweather 

initially confirmed, but that he later contested. The fact that his withdrawal of his first testimony 

followed after he discovered Fugate had refused to stand by him in court as his accomplice 

questions the veracity of his final testimony.512 Actually, this fact suggests that Starkweather’s 

final statement was fabricated in order to take revenge on his disloyal girlfriend. And this 

information raises the question of whether the jury was right in sentencing Fugate to life in 

prison.  

When I type ‘the postman always rings twice’ into the search field online, I find that 

Cora ended up as the victim of the judicial system’s misogynist prejudices against unpredictable 

and unconventional women like her.513 My discovery of an imitational relationship between 

Fugate’s posture in ‘Caril Ann (Tear-Stained)’ and a posture assumed by Cora in The Postman 

Always Rings Twice – where she similarly turns her body towards the camera, but her eyes 

away – suggests that Fugate was prejudged by the jury too.514 They prejudged her perhaps for: 

her unwillingness to share the responsibility for the murders with her man; her unpredictable, 

yet typically girly character shifts (she was only fourteen at the time of the homicides); and her 

explorative personality, which opposed widely held conceptions of ‘proper’ forms of 

femininity.  

In light of the conception of the cinematic frame as a meme configured by a range of 

cultural figures related to the film noir genre, the Starkweather case comes forth as a story of 
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changing gender structures in the post-war era. This version of the story interestingly implies a 

conception of Charles Starkweather as the tormented victim of his own actions, rather than as 

a cold-blooded murderer, and a reading of Fugate as the victim of a patriarchal legal order. Still, 

this conception of their roles was to change during my continuing memetic interaction with 

Redheaded Peckerwood.  

 

II: The staged narrative tableau 

My methodological reliance on extensive Web searches might seem to involve a position of 

absolute readerly freedom. But this is not the case, as an analogy with computer games 

illustrates. In a computer game, players are often confronted with a number of optional routes, 

for example, a set of doors they must choose between. Although players can select freely 

whether to enter door number one or door number two, they cannot determine the outcome of 

their decisions, and the choices that follow from it. Similarly, I freely chose the terms I entered 

into the search field in order to discern how ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’ relates to the 

Starkweather myth. Yet I did not control the results they generated, and thus did not control 

every aspect of my journey within and beyond Redheaded Peckerwood. 

At the current stage of my rereading process, my online searches lead to Cindy 

Sherman’s ‘# 4’, ‘# 21’, ‘# 27’ and ‘# 53’ from the series Untitled Film Stills (1977 – 1980).515 

These four photographs all come across as memetic adaptations of the film noir aesthetic, and 

they show the photographer herself ironically imitating the pose held by Fugate in ‘Caril Ann 

(Tear-Stained)’ and by Cora in The Postman Always Rings Twice: the curious way they both 

turn their cheeks towards the viewer while they stare at a point beyond the photograph’s frame, 

as if refusing to acknowledge the camera’s frontal presence.516  

David Campany tells us that this so-called ‘directed gaze’ is standard in mainstream 

narrative cinema, where it serves to suspend the viewer’s acknowledgement of the film’s 

fictional conditions.517 The purpose of the directed gaze is, however, redefined by Sherman, as 

I shall argue, by the way she makes a virtue of how this cinematic convention is stylised and 

estranged by the camera’s fixity. She does so to investigate the still photograph’s capacity for 

narrative. Taking her cue from the film still’s dramatic sense of possibility, Sherman relies on 

the viewer’s cultural ability to recognise a certain combination of motif, setting, and props as a 
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pregnant moment in a narrative.518 While imitating the iconography of classical cinema, the 

static quality of Sherman’s photographs does, however, provide her ‘faux-cinema’ moments 

with an awkward stillness that underscores the fictionality of the scenes in question. And when 

I recognise these same features or memes in Patterson’s ‘House at Night’,519 I become aware 

of their relevance to the process of rereading Redheaded Peckerwood.  

‘House at Night’ shows a disintegrating American house typical of the small-town era 

that Starkweather grew up in. Yet it is not this particular motif that connects the Starkweather 

events to Sherman’s photographs, but rather the way in which the photograph reproduces the 

broad horizontal shape of the movie screen itself. Thereby, ‘House at Night’ speaks to a quality 

of narrative tension and to the potential for association that we find in moving images. The 

sinister and melodramatic mood of the film noir is recognisable in the photograph too. But 

Patterson replaces the film noir’s unbalanced compositions and semi-documentary black-and-

white aesthetic, which Sherman adopts, with a clearly staged, saturated colour aesthetic. 

Similarly, the focus on the actor’s narrative posing is replaced by a scene that is entirely devoid 

of people, yet that suggests a narrative beyond the frame through a row of symbolic elements. 

Every important element of Patterson’s scene is rendered in equal focus and without 

blurring. This quality denotes the large-format cameras of expensive film sets rather than the 

low-budget production of film noirs. When I find these motivic and stylistic traits again in a 

larger group of photographs in the photobook, including ‘Telephone’, ‘Curtains for You’, 

‘Motel Sign’, and ‘Ray of Light’,520 I thus realise that the cinematic no longer reads as a 

photographic reflection of film noir conventions, but rather as a shorthand for a highly 

influential style in art photography known as the ‘staged narrative tableau’.  

 The staged narrative tableau, which boomed in the 1990s, is underpinned by an 

explorative attitude towards the still photograph’s potential for implicit narrative. In the 

following, I shall describe the gradual appearance of the set of conventions that I associate with 

this notion of the cinematic, as they unfold over the memetic rereading process that extends 

from ‘House at Night’. That is a framing that supports a truly nightmarish vision of an American 

1950s small town on a winter night, threatened by approaching danger. And that framing in 

turn allows for a reframing of the Starkweather case as a reflection of the suburbanisation, 

developing car culture, and increasing economic differences that gave rise to the group of so-

called ‘redheaded peckerwoods’ in the immediate post-war years. 
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‘House at Night’ is taken on a winter evening, and it shows the back of a slightly 

deteriorating 1950s-style American small-town house with wall shingles and vertical two-pane 

windows. While the pulled-down blinds prevent visual access, the green light of a television 

screen inside emanates through the ground-floor windows. Furthermore, the basement windows 

shed a reddish light onto the snow-covered ground outside, as a foreshadowing of the scene 

represented in the photograph with the telling caption ‘Bloody Snow’.521 Footprints in the snow 

contribute to the feeling of approaching danger, of which a road sign with the words ‘dead end’ 

becomes a tongue-in-cheek commentary. Yet the same words also point to the small-town 

setting’s claustrophobic feel and sense of confinement, which are expressed by the telephone 

wires that criss-cross over the small portion of sky visible in ’House at Night’. The wires thus 

suggest that the inhabitants of the house are trapped in a situation from which they cannot hide. 

They can only wait. 

Web searches reveal that the motif, style, and mood of ‘House at Night’ are indicative 

of a complex of memes reassembled often within art photography after 1990. Among the 

multiple photographs that reassemble this network of properties into a series of similar 

compositions, Todd Hido’s ‘#2844-D’ is the one that appeals most strongly to me.522 I shall 

thus present these particular memes through Hido’s photograph.  

‘#2844-D’ is part of a photographic series with the title ‘Homes at Night’, which is 

published in Hido’s 2001 photobook House Hunting.523 The photograph shows a scene similar 

to the one I see in ‘House at Night’. That is, it shows a deteriorating 1950s-style house with 

two-pane windows similar to those in the house in Patterson’s photograph. The blinds are down 

in Hido’s photograph, as they are in Patterson’s, and a glaring light falls from the windows and 

onto the ground outside in much the same way as in ‘House at Night’. Moreover, similar traces 

of footprints are seen in the snow on the ground here too, and a similar mesh of telephone wires 

in the air above the house. In addition, a road extends around the corner of Hido’s building, as 

one does in Patterson’s night scene.  

Although Hido’s photograph memetically reproduces several of the same cultural 

elements we find in Patterson’s ‘House at Night’, the most appealing similarity between the 

two photographs is for me the artificial light that wraps both night scenes in a theatrical 

atmosphere that – for one reason or another – provides me with an uncomfortable feeling of 

impending danger. A similarly eerie feeling is engendered by the vertical field of light that falls 
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upon the walls of a closed-down 1950s diner or motel from an artificial light source beyond the 

frame in Patterson’s ‘Ray of Light’. 524  That photograph reinforces my conception of the 

cinematic frame as a reference to the staged narrative tableau, since I find several of the same 

memes repeated there: a web of telephone wires in the air, an unreadable road sign next to the 

building, and closed curtains, all of which for me speak to a claustrophobic sense of 

approaching and inescapable danger. 

The photograph’s caption, ‘Ray of Light’, converts the light itself into the photograph’s 

protagonist in the same way as the caption ‘Untitled (Ray of Light)’ (2001) does in one of the 

photographs in Gregory Crewdson’s Twilight series (1998–2002).525 That photograph takes the 

memetic process further, since it imitates several of the same visual elements I found in 

Patterson’s and Hido’s photographs: the small-town 1950s-inspired American setting, the 

narrative cropping, a web of telephone wires in the sky, a road sign with an unreadable message, 

and a clear-cut beam that falls from an undefined light source beyond the photograph’s frame, 

in this case upon a deteriorating roadside house where light emanates from a two-pane window 

in the same way as in the other two photographs. 

Working with a cast and a crew, as if on a film set, Crewdson carefully staged the scenes 

in the Twilight series for the camera. Online searches unsurprisingly reveal that Crewdson was 

inspired by the magnetic mood and the exaggerated 1950s-style vision of America that is 

characteristic of American filmmaker David Lynch’s films. In Lynch’s works, darkness is 

constantly lurking behind the trimmed hedges and picket fences of white middle-class suburban 

homes, a description that seems equally appropriate for the aforementioned photographs by 

Patterson and Hido. 

The association between Crewdson and Lynch is interesting. It leads into a complex 

web of inspiration and influence through which the cinematic increasingly comes to appear as 

a set of iterable memetic conventions reassembled in a range of different, but recognisable 

ways. As it turns out, Lynch included Patterson’s ‘House at Night’ in his Paris Photo 2012 

compilation, Paris Photo vu par David Lynch, a selection of his favourite photographs from the 

fair.526 Searches also reveal that Lynch’s 1990 Wild at Heart, which is representative of the 

paradigmatically Lynchean combination of ‘the very macabre and the very mundane’, as David 
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Foster Wallace puts it,527 was inspired by the Starkweather case.528 And when I watch Wild at 

Heart on my laptop, I find that Patterson’s ‘Ray of Light’ actually quotes a frame from that 

movie: a night-time scene where Sailor and Lula, two misfit young lovers on the run, arrive at 

a 1950s-style roadside motel with two-pane windows and a deeply threatening atmosphere.529  

The association of the house in ‘Ray of Light’ with the motel in Wild at Heart allows 

for a metaphorical connection with Patterson’s ‘Motel Sign’,530 which is a photograph of a 

1950s-style neon sign. All the light bulbs in the first letter ‘M’ is burned out, which reads as a 

pun on ‘lights out’, which is a euphemism for death.531 Yet the burned-out bulbs also enable a 

reading of the sign’s ‘Motel’ as the phrase ‘O’tell!’, and thereby as a reference to the 

photograph’s narrative dimension that is characteristic of the staged narrative tableau. 

In a later scene in Wild at Heart, the roadside motel where Sailor and Lula spend the 

night is seen from the inside, as a confined space with drawn yellow curtains.532 The motel’s 

confined space and drawn yellow curtains bring to mind the photograph that Patterson has 

captioned ‘Curtains for You’.533 The caption is a literal description of the yellow curtains that 

cover the window represented in Patterson’s photograph, but also another metaphor for death.534 

For me, the combination of words and photograph thus reads as a prefiguration of the 

Starkweather killing spree that would shatter the small-town idyll of Lincoln. And this reading 

leads me to online searches that uncover a 1974 article titled ‘Badlands Revisited: A 1974 

Memoir of Murderous Days in Nebraska’.535  

‘Badlands Revisited’ is written by Marilyn Coffey. It tells the story of the Starkweather 

murders from the point of view of a Lincoln resident who experienced the fear that the murder 

of the Wards – a respected middle-class couple – triggered in her hometown: 

 
My father called. He’d been trying to reach us, he said, but was unable to get 
through from his office (he was state purchasing agent then) in the Capitol 
building. The lines were too busy. We didn’t know it yet, but the news of the 
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Ward family deaths piled up the heaviest traffic on Lincoln telephone circuits 
since V-J Day.536 

 

Coffey’s account of the Starkweather events describes small-town inhabitants who call their 

loved ones, only to find that the telephone lines had broken down under the pressure; people 

who jump into their cars to get home and behind closed doors; drawn blinds; feelings of 

approaching danger; and Lincoln residents, old and young, who follow the criminal events on 

their newly acquired television sets.537 These elements of Coffey’s story are aptly illustrated by 

those of Patterson’s photographs that are called into the open in and by the staged narrative 

tableau frame. And this connection, between Coffey’s account and a selection of the 

photographs in Redheaded Peckerwood, allows for a conception of Patterson’s photobook as a 

story on the connection between the Starkweather killings and the 1950s small-town context 

that the murderers grew up in.  

According to online searches, the post-war years saw a radical increase in higher 

education and expanded training for corporate society. These changes led to the rise of a large 

middle class in the United States, a development that was also aided by the growth of unions, 

which allowed industrial workers to achieve middle-class wealth. The rise of the middle class 

meant that an increasing number of people acquired the economy to purchase cars, and a greater 

number of cars meant a rapid expansion of the American road system was necessary. This 

expanded road system in turn allowed regular US citizens to set up comfortable lives in some 

of the rapidly expanding American small towns and suburbs, since the automobile could bring 

them comfortably to work in the city by day, and back to their homes for dinner in the 

evening.538  

One of the two-sided reproductions in Redheaded Peckerwood, ‘Little Town’, 539 

appears as a reproduction of the receipt found in the pocket of Starkweather victim Robert 

Jensen after he was murdered. The back of the receipt contains a short poem that provides an 

idyllic image of small-town life: 

 
I like to live in a little town / where the trees meet across the street / where you 
wave your hand and say ‘Hello’! [sic] / to everyone you meet. 
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I like to stand for a moment / outside the grocery store / and listen to the friendly 
gossip of / the folks that live next door. 
 
For life is interwoven / with the friends we learn to know / and we hear their joys 
and sorrows / as we daily come and go. 
 
So I like to live in a little town / I care no more to roam. / For every house in a 
little town / is more than a house, it’s home. 
 

Ironically, the poem describes a situation of public interaction that was already disappearing at 

the time of the murder spree. As the automobile emptied the city of people, public life was 

simultaneously replaced by television screens and by a lifestyle centred on the home and the 

private car.540  

Within 1950s America, happiness was measured in terms of the family’s capacity for 

acquiring the material goods that the corporately owned television channels advertised on a 

large scale. Yet consumer society provided a highly alienating setting for those who could not 

reach middle-class wealth. While a large number of Americans enjoyed the fruits of increasing 

post-war prosperity, poverty was relatively widespread. Many undereducated manual workers 

thus suffered from feelings of estrangement and rage, which increased the level of social unrest 

in the United States.541 The staged narrative tableau’s play with stillness and narrative, light, 

shadow, colour, and cropping seems to express those feelings, which posed a threat to the fabled 

scene of tranquil small-town life.  

Charles Starkweather, the ‘redheaded peckerwood’ who is referred to in Patterson’s 

photobook’s title, typified the group of manual workers who did not fit into the picture of a 

prospering post-war society. According to Jack Sargeant, Starkweather was  

 
acutely sensitive […] to his family’s low social position and poverty […].  For 
Starkweather poverty was a trap, he could map its confines, and trace its borders, 
but Charles could see no escape from it for himself […]. He believed that his very 
life was rigidly controlled: he saw that he would not be able to flee the 
bludgeoning poverty which had characterized his working class childhood but 
instead would be condemned to repeat it, eventually finding himself a manual 
job, a wife, having children and then simply dying.542 

 

 
540 Wikipedia, ‘1950s American Automobile Culture’, 7 December 2017, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1950s_American_automobile_culture (accessed 11 January 2018). 
541 CliffsNotes, ‘The Affluent Society’, https://www.cliffsnotes.com/study-guides/history/us-history-ii/america-
in-the-fifties/the-affluent-society (accessed 11 January 2018). 
542 Jack Sargeant, Born Bad: The Story of Charles Starkweather & Caril Ann Fugate (London: Creation Books, 
1996), 14. 
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Sargeant claims that Starkweather felt alienated from the middle-class majority of his 

hometown, since he was a garbage collector without higher education.543 And the postcard that 

comes with Redheaded Peckerwood suggests that Starkweather’s increasing desperation with 

his economic situation was the condition that led him to grab his gun and hit the road.544  

The inserted postcard appears to carry a note allegedly written by Starkweather to his 

working-class parents after his and Fugate’s capture, where he tersely states that ‘all we wanted 

to do is get out of town’. While the fatal consequences of Starkweather’s escape were singular, 

the staged narrative tableau frame indicates a reading of the murder spree as the horrible 

consequence of desperate feelings of discontent that the murderer shared with a much larger 

group of similarly disadvantaged working-class people in similar small towns all across the 

United States.545 In this version of the story, Charles Starkweather and his girlfriend Caril Ann 

Fugate thus appear as two alienated souls imprisoned within a pocket of poverty in an otherwise 

affluent post-war society. 

 

III: The couple on the run 

The car was a condition for the suburban lifestyle that provided the setting for Charles 

Starkweather’s growing feelings of desperation and entrapment. Yet the car was also the means 

he sought to escape the estranging situation he found himself in, and onto a journey that was 

not motivated by a particular destination, but rather by travel itself. When watching Wild at 

Heart, I uncovered a memetic relationship between Lynch’s film and Patterson’s ‘Ray of 

Light’.546 I also found a range of connections between Wild at Heart and a selection of memes 

that collectively constitute an image of the car and the open road as symbols of freedom and 

self-determination, such as photographs of endless roads, headlights in darkness, and vast land- 

and skyscapes. These are memes that proliferate in Redheaded Peckerwood, such as in ‘24th 

Street Road (Road at Night)’, ‘Headlights’, and ‘Landscape on Fire’,547 as in numerous works 

of American art and popular culture. And in an American cultural context, these memes connote 

the figure of the ‘Great American road trip’, a figure that relies on the association between the 

American interstate highway system and the American ideals of personal freedom and 

individualism. 

 
543 Ibid. 
544 Fig. 3.19. 
545 Murderpedia, ‘Charles Starkweather’, http://murderpedia.org/male.S/s/starkweather.htm (accessed 11 January 
2018). 
546 Fig. 3.36. 
547 Fig. 3.23, 3.80, and 3.24. 
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The roots to the conception of the American road trip as a symbol of freedom and 

individuality were laid down as early as 1856, with the publication of Walt Whitman’s poem 

‘Song of the Open Road’, where he puts it in these words: ‘Afoot and light-hearted I take to the 

open road / Healthy, free, the world before me, / The long brown path before me leading 

wherever I choose’.548 Though Whitman introduced the trope, it was the mass production of 

cars that made purchasing a vehicle more affordable, and the related post-war expansion of the 

national network of roads that made long-distance journeys across the country practically 

achievable for the first time. As a result of these two developments, the road trip started to 

appear prominently in American art and popular culture in the 1950s:549 in music such as Bobby 

Troup’s 1946 ‘Route 66’, which was made famous by Nat King Cole’s vocals; in literature such 

as Jack Kerouac’s iconic 1957 On the Road; and in numerous photobooks of which Robert 

Frank’s 1958/59 The Americans is arguably the most seminal.550  

The American road trip is also central to the ‘couple-on-the-run’ movie genre, which 

adds a particularly violent edge to the motif. The couple-on-the-run genre, which Wild at Heart 

is exemplary of, spans several periods and styles. It is, however, characterised by a series of 

basic plot elements that were outlined by Nicholas Ray’s They Live by Night (1948) and Joseph 

H. Lewis’s Gun Crazy (1950), and firmly established with Arthur Penn’s iconic movie Bonnie 

and Clyde (1967). These films all include a doomed romance that flourishes as the young couple 

flees the law on a deadly crime spree through America, which is the genre’s basic figure.  

When I recognise an analogy between the narrative structure of the couple-on-the-run 

genre and the events of the Starkweather killing spree, as well as with Redheaded Peckerwood’s 

loosely chronological structure, I find myself increasingly drawn into a rereading of the 

Starkweather killing spree as an extreme expression of the American quest for personal freedom 

and individuality. That is to say, I begin to understand the Starkweather case according to the 

cinematic frame conceived of as a reference to the couple-on-the-run genre. 

Couple-on-the-run movies are usually marketed by posters that show a picture of the 

movie’s male and female protagonists as a young, smiling couple. Redheaded Peckerwood’s 

cover has a similar picture of Fugate and Starkweather.551 And when I open the photobook, the 

couple-on-the-run frame allows for a reading of the introductory sequence as a version of the 

 
548 Walt Whitman, ‘Song of the Open Road’, first published in the second edition of Leaves of Grass in 1856. 
549  David Campany, ‘The Open Road: Photography and the American Road Trip’, Artbook.com, 
http://www.artbook.com/9781597112406.html (accessed 11 January 2018). 
550 The Americans was first published in France in 1957, and the year after in the United States. Robert Frank, Les 
Américains (Paris: Robert Delpire, 1958). Robert Franks, The Americans (New York: Grove Press, 1959). 
551 Fig. 3.1. 
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cinematic ‘cold open’, which lays down the motif of travel as the basic organising structure of 

the events that follow, through a map of the murderers’ journey (‘Map of Nebraska’).552 Like 

the teasers that usually introduce this kind of film, the introduction also introduces the 

photobook’s storyline. The ‘Confession Letter’ that follows after ‘Map of Nebraska’ tells us of 

two young lovers on the run ‘to the end’, as they put it, and of the crime spree to follow.553 And 

the cold open concludes, still in line with the movie genre, with an intriguing shot intended to 

draw the reader into the narrative, a function that the open-door motif of ‘frontispiece: Storm 

Cellar’ – the photograph that precedes the photobook’s title page – simultaneously performs 

and comments on.554  

Considered as an analogy for the couple-on-the-run movie, the main part of Redheaded 

Peckerwood recounts a string of murderous deeds that unfolded one by one as Fugate and 

Starkweather fled from the law through the American heartland. In this section, photographs of 

violence and weapons (shotguns, bullets, jackknives, and fires) alternate with panning shots of 

infinite land- and skyscapes, car tracks, tires, and headlights. As is typical in the movies, the 

story of Charles and Caril Ann ends with the murderers’ capture, which the young lovers’ 

confession letter predicted from the start. That ending is also the endpoint of their journey, 

which is lyrically represented by Patterson’s ‘Surrender Clouds’,555 which is followed by a final 

section that tells us of the prisoners’ trial and punishment. 

In couple-on-the-run movies, the storyline is generally modulated by sections with 

action and by slower sections, and by shifts between scenes that install different moods by 

means of colour and light. While the speed with which the photobook reader progresses through 

the work varies from reader to reader, Redheaded Peckerwood does seem to mime the couple-

on-the-run’s transitions through the shifts between pages having photographs and pages that 

are blank, and by shifts between sections that each groups together photographs with a similar 

colour palette. 

Redheaded Peckerwood’s storyline gathers a series of memes that are associated with 

the couple-on-the-run genre, which gradually reinforce the link between the historical events of 

the killing spree and the cinematic frame. The first of these tropes is the motif of the ‘doomed 

romance’ fuelled by a mutual love of weapons. This motif allows for an intertwinement of 

young love and a desire for destruction that is symbolically represented as flames or flaming 

 
552 Fig. 3.42. 
553 Fig. 3.16. 
554 Fig. 3.6. 
555 Fig. 3.43. 



168 

skies in Redheaded Peckerwood and in a range of couple-on-the-run movies that turn out to be 

inspired by the Starkweather killing spree. These are James Landis’s The Sadist (1963), 

Terrence Malick’s Badlands (1973), David Lynch’s Wild at Heart (1990), Dominic Sena’s 

Kalifornia (1993), and Oliver Stone’s Natural Born Killers (1994). 

In these same movies, we also find an interesting twist on the female protagonist, who 

is not conceived of as a scheming spiderwoman who tricks men into committing crime, but 

rather as a female figure who is as equally lethal and active as the male protagonists. The lethal 

female was established as a trope already with Gun Crazy, for which the highly fitting original 

title was Deadly is the Female, and it has been memetically reproduced within the genre since. 

The trope did, however, reach its momentary apotheosis with Ridley Scott’s 1991 Thelma and 

Louise, which replaced the heterosexual couple at the heart of previous versions of the couple-

on-the-run with two female friends.  

The image of the cold-blooded female villain that is paradigmatic of the couple-on-the-

run genre has also found its way into Redheaded Peckerwood through ‘You Can’t Run Away 

from Anything (Tire)’.556 Patterson’s photograph shows a tire that bears Fugate’s words ‘you 

cant’t run away from anything’ in capital letters.557 In light of the couple-on-the-run frame, I 

read the tire as a memetic reference to the tire that Bonnie, in the couple-on-the-run movie 

Bonnie and Clyde, smilingly shoots through to practice her marksmanship.558 The connection 

between Fugate and Bonnie thus lends credence to Starkweather’s description of Fugate as ‘the 

most trigger-happy person’ he had ever seen.559 

The couple-on-the-run frame reconfigures my conception of the meaning of Fugate’s 

words, ‘You can’t run away from anything’, and of her role in the murder spree. In light of the 

film noir frame, Fugate’s words read as a reference to the necessary connection between the 

punishment that awaited her and her sins. But in light of the couple-on-the-run frame, I read the 

same words as a smug reference to her shooting skills, which made it impossible for her victims 

to escape. Instead of appearing as the victim of a patriarchal legal order, Fugate hence appears 

as a contributor to the murder spree on equal terms with Starkweather, and as a ruthless lover 

of weapons. That image is confirmed by Patterson’s ‘Confession Letter’, where Fugate’s 

 
556 Fig. 3.30.  
557 Transformer Station, Checklist, https://www.transformerstation.org/downloads-2/files/Checklist.pdf (accessed 
29 January 2019). 
558 Fig. 3.44. 
559  Wikipedia, ‘Charles Starkweather’, 20 January 2019, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_Starkweather 
(accessed 21 January 2019). 
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Freudian replacements for the words for ‘knife’ and ‘bullet’ were intricate drawings of such 

objects.560 

In the same confession letter, the identities of ‘Chuck’ and ‘Caril F’ blur together, as a 

result of the way the one’s handwriting intersects with that of the other, and since the letter’s 

argument is alternatingly voiced by him and her. This strange fusion points to the way in which 

the romantic couple forms a united front against the world and against the authorities in couple-

on-the-run movies.561 This connection reinforces the couple-on-the-run frame and supports a 

conception of Starkweather and Fugate’s joint opposition against the police as a wild expression 

of the American ideals of freedom and individualism, of which the young couple’s escape from 

their hometown authorities becomes expressive. 

The smiling young couple on the cover of Redheaded Peckerwood wears similar 

cowboy boots.562 No piece of clothing is more symbolic of the American ideal of freedom, self-

fulfilment, and self-reliance than high-heeled cowboy boots. Such boots are thus frequently 

worn by the protagonists in numerous couple-on-the-run movies, where they work to 

romanticise the murder spree as a quest for freedom and individuality. Patterson’s photograph 

of ‘Charlie’s Boots’ memetically speaks to a reading of the Starkweather murder spree as a 

similar quest.563 That reading is supported by the way in which Patterson’s caption makes 

Starkweather’s name strange by referring to him as ‘Charlie’ rather than as ‘Charles’ or 

‘Chuck’, as he was usually called. That is, by a name that is derived from Charles, which means 

‘free man’.564  

The use of the name ‘Charlie’ in the caption also suggests the possibility that the boots 

in Patterson’s photograph might not have belonged to Starkweather at all. The idea that the 

boots are someone else’s is supported by how the boots’ toes point inwards in a way that 

suggests knock knees rather than Starkweather’s bowed legs. This hunch is supported by 

extensive online searches that leave me unable to find a photograph of Starkweather with those 

exact same boots. Still, what I do find is an emergent network of figures that come out of a 

series of couple-on-the-run movies that are all said to have been based on the Starkweather 

killing spree. And these movies collectively represent a connection between the American 

ideals of freedom and individualism and sadism.  

 
560 Fig. 3.16. 
561 IndieWire, ‘25 Films About Lovers on the Lam’, 21 August 2013, http://www.indiewire.com/2013/08/25-
films-about-lovers-on-the-lam-94572/ (accessed 11 January 2018). 
562 Fig. 3.1. 
563 Fig. 3.45 (recto). 
564 Nameberry, ‘Charlie’, https://nameberry.com/babyname/Charlie/boy (accessed 11 January 2018). 
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The first indication of a link between the two American ideals and sadism is brought 

about when I note that Sailor, the male protagonist in Lynch’s Wild at Heart, wears a similar 

pair of cowboy boots as the pair in ‘Charlie’s Boots’ with his snakeskin jacket.565 As Sailor 

states twice in the movie, the jacket is worn as ‘a symbol of [his] individuality and [his] belief 

in personal freedom’,566 and the protagonist’s complementary boots thus take on a similar 

meaning. The fact that the jacket is made of snakeskin also connects these beliefs to sadism, 

which the snake is a common symbol of.  

The symbol of the snake is repeated in Stone’s Natural Born Killers, where the male 

protagonist and spree killer Mickey wears cowboy boots decorated with a snake and has a snake 

tattooed on his body.567 Also, actual snakes appear in the movie after a particularly inhumane 

slaughter of a Navajo Indian who had attempted to expel the demon he perceived in Mickey. 

The connection between cowboy boots and sadism is implicitly expressed in the movie 

Badlands as well, where the Starkweather-inspired protagonist Kit wears cowboy boots. This 

connection is suggested when Kit light-heartedly tells his girlfriend Holly about his job at the 

feedlot, where livestock are fed and fattened up prior to being slaughtered: ‘Yeah, well, at least 

nobody can get at me about wearing these boots anymore’.568  

In Badlands, Kit wears his boots, which obviously go well with his job at the feedlot, 

with a blue denim outfit, which is an equally strong symbol of Americanness and freedom.569 

Interestingly, an almost identical outfit is worn by the male protagonist in the Starkweather-

inspired movie The Sadist.570 The protagonist of The Sadist, a movie whose title explicitly 

refers to sadism, does not wear cowboy boots. Still, his name connects my sequence of online 

searches directly to Redheaded Peckerwood, since the name of the sadistic killer in the movie 

is Charlie. Charlie is the same name as the owner of the boots seen in the photograph in 

Redheaded Peckerwood. And thereby, Patterson’s ‘Charlie’s Boots’ comes to appear as a 

chilling symbol of individuality and freedom gone feral.  

 
565 Fig. 3.46. 
566 Fig. 3.47. 
567 Fig. 3.48. 
568 Hannah Patterson, ‘Chapter two. Two Characters in Search of a Direction: Motivation and the Construction of 
Identity in Badlands’, in The Cinema of Terrence Malick: Poetic Visions of America, ed. Hannah Patterson (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 29. 
https://books.google.no/books?id=TCdnNGPsYzUC&pg=PA29&lpg=PA29&dq=Yeah,+well,+at+least+nobody
+can+get+at+me+about+wearing+these+boots+anymore+badlands&source=bl&ots=mxvlqGcHTp&sig=ACfU3
U1iYQu9U8PY_w3y3OXvj-sUe9_dA&hl=no&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiy2qar2f7fAhVLFCwKHSAWDHMQ6A 
EwB3oECAkQAQ#v=onepage&q=Yeah%2C%20well%2C%20at%20least%20nobody%20can%20get%20at%2
0me%20about%20wearing%20these%20boots%20anymore%20badlands&f=false (accessed 21 January 2019) 
569 Fig. 3.49. 
570 Fig. 3.50. 
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In the couple-on-the-run genre, the idea of ‘stealing the American dream and getting 

away with it’, as a commentary on the genre reads, becomes thrilling and desirable.571 This 

glorification of a life of crime mirrors what David F. Schmid sees as a particularly North 

American fascination with true crime and murder sprees.572 The genre’s frequent reliance on 

real criminal cases feeds into this picture. North America’s appetite for the true crime goes a 

long way back, according to Patricia Donovan. Yet, she continues, it got a boost with the post-

war development of American mass media. This development brought TV shows such as the 

immensely popular Dragnet, which was based on real police department files, to every corner 

of North America.573 

In Redheaded Peckerwood, I find that the media’s increasing habit of turning cold-

blooded murderers into desirable objects of consumption is memetically represented by 

Patterson’s ‘Modern Man (Folded Magazine)’.574  The photograph shows a magazine with 

photographs of Starkweather and Fugate appearing next to a photograph of a naked pinup whose 

downcast eyes mirror both Fugate’s and Starkweather’s gazes in their photographs. The 

Starkweather-inspired movie Natural Born Killers provides a similar commentary on the 

media’s glorification of murderers. The movie, whose tagline describes the United States as a 

country ‘obsessed by crime’,575 adapts the Starkweather story to a critique of the sensationalist 

approach to murder that Modern Man magazine and Dragnet represented in the 1950s. That is, 

a sensationalist approach that Sarah Koenig’s immensely popular podcast Serial and Laura 

Ricciardi and Moira Demos’s TV series Making a Murderer do today.576 

Patterson’s photograph of ‘Caril Ann (Tear-Stained)’, 577  which is retouched and 

cropped for the tabloids, presents the female convict as a glamorous and flamboyant movie star 

with a microphone to her face and a detached gaze. Within the couple-on-the-run frame, ’Caril 

Ann (Tear-Stained)’ memetically reproduces the connection between the Starkweather case and 

mass media’s glamorizing of crime and murder. On the preceding spread, ‘The Press’ appears 

 
571 IndieWire, ‘25 Films about Lovers on the Lam’. 
572 Stephen Levy, one of the scriptwriters for Dominic Sena’s Kalifornia, which was inspired by the Starkweather 
case, also commented that their intentions were ‘to scare an audience, to comment on our national obsession with 
“true crime” stories, and to punish myself for my morbid preoccupation with the subject of murder and murderers’. 
Tim Metcalfe, ‘The Real “Kalifornia” Got Lost in the Filmmaking Journey’. Los Angeles Times, 27 September 
1993, http://articles.latimes.com/1993-09-27/entertainment/ca-39503_1_writers-guild (accessed 11 January 2018). 
573  Patricia Donovan, ‘America’s Fascination with Murder’, UB Reporter, 6 September 2007, 
http://www.buffalo.edu/ubreporter/archive/vol39/vol39n2/articles/SchmidMurder.html (accessed 11 January 
2018). 
574 Fig. 3.51. 
575 Fig. 3.52. 
576 Aya Tsintziras, ‘Top 10 True Crime TV Shows to Watch Right Now’, Screen Rant, 12 November 2018, 
https://screenrant.com/top-10-true-crime-tv-shows-watch-right-now/ (accessed 4 March 2019). 
577 Fig. 3.21 (verso). 
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as this photograph’s pendant.578 ‘The Press’ shows hordes of press workers who compete for 

the best photo opportunity in the courtroom on the day of Fugate’s trial. 

The crowd of onlookers who gather in the courtroom in ‘The Press’ memetically 

reproduces the crowds of people that made it difficult for the criminal Bonnie Parker’s family 

to reach the grave at her funeral in 1934.579 Bonnie and Clyde, the couple-on-the-run movie 

based on Bonnie Parker’s and her partner Clyde Barrow’s real-life exploits, self-reflexively 

comments on how the public’s greedy interest in the case was fired by the press. What the 

movie shows is how the number of violent actions the couple performs leads to an increasing 

number of newspaper articles that describe their exploits, which turns the violent couple into 

minor celebrities.  

Criminal deeds made Bonnie and Clyde famous. Yet fame took on national proportions 

with the Starkweather case, which was the first crime spree to be broadcast on national 

television.580 That aspect of the story is memetically reproduced in the Starkweather-inspired 

movie Natural Born Killers, where Fugate’s flamboyant pose for the press in ‘Caril Ann (Tear-

Stained)’ is memetically reproduced by the movie’s male protagonist Mickey. When he makes 

his way onto the stage for his appearance on a TV show called American Maniacs, Mickey’s 

gaze is similarly drawn to the side, as a movie star tired of attention from the camera.581 That 

notion of the criminal as a celebrity is further underlined by one of the film’s taglines, which is 

‘The media made them superstars’.582 

Redheaded Peckerwood’s cover photograph suggests an intertwinement of the 

Starkweather case and the media similar to the one we find in Natural Born Killers.583 The 

photobook cover’s black-and-white linen binding provides a low-quality effect reminiscent of 

1950s newspaper photography. This effect leads to the dissolution of the young killers’ smiling 

faces into the photograph that supports their appearance, as if they were literally ‘consumed by 

the media’, as another tagline for Natural Born Killers puts it.584  

 
578 Fig. 3.20. 
579 Wikipedia, ‘Bonnie and Clyde’, 11 January 2018, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bonnie_and_Clyde (accessed 
11 January 2018). 
580 Wischmann, ‘The Killing Spree that Transfixed a Nation’. 
581 Fig. 3.53. 
582 Fig. 3.54. While director Oliver Stone sought to criticise the relationship between murder and the media, 
Natural Born Killers ironically turned out to inspire a number of ‘copycat killings’. The two most notable ‘copycat 
killers’ to claim inspiration from Stone’s movie are Ben Darras and Sarah Edmondson, two Oklahoma teens who 
murdered businessman Bill Savage in Mississippi and then shot and paralysed convenience store clerk Patsy Byers 
in Louisiana. Xan Brooks, ‘Natural Born Copycats’, The Guardian, 20 December 2002, 
https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2002/dec/20/artsfeatures1 (accessed 11 January 2018). 
583 Fig. 3.1. 
584 Fig. 3.52. A similar effect results from the actual newspaper clipping I found on the wall in Patterson’s 
Redheaded Peckerwood installation at Transformer Station while watching a YouTube walk-through of the 
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In Redheaded Peckerwood, a plate that reproduces a 1950s-style painted billboard 

shows the words ‘What happens after the shot is fired?’, which are the same words as those in 

the photograph’s caption.585 The billboard sign reads as another comment on the media’s 

retrospective sensationalisation of the Starkweather killing spree, and the way in which the 

killers became objects for a mediated form of consumption. Yet the plate also provides a meta-

commentary on Patterson’s photobook, through the reference to a widespread ‘viral meme’.  

In the early twenty-first century, Web culture hijacked the term ‘meme’ as a description 

of cultural units replicated and transmitted across the Web, typically by e-mail, social media, 

and websites. These viral memes contain cultural information deliberately altered by human 

creativity, and often imbued with ironic content.586 ‘What happens after the shot is fired?’ might 

be read as a reference to ‘Shots Fired!’. This is a common viral meme that indicates someone 

has been insulted in a particularly cutting manner.587 And the inserted postcard, apparently a 

reproduction of a note that Starkweather sent to his parents, suggests that the offenders in 

question are actually the reporters who constantly hung around the killers after their capture.588 

In the postcard, Starkweather writes this: ‘The cops up here have been more than nice to me but 

these DAM ReportERS [sic]. The next one that comes in here is going to get a glass of WaTER 

[sic]’.  

In the 1973 movie Badlands, Terrence Malick’s take on the Starkweather events, the 

couple on the run eagerly follows the press’s coverage of their violent actions. The couple’s 

interest for the journalists’ accounts of their misconducts suggests that the media’s reporting on 

the unfolding criminal events and on the trial later was not just an expression of an all-American 

appetite for crime, but also what made murder desirable for Starkweather and his girlfriend in 

the first place. That reading is supported by the fact that newspaper clippings about the murders 

were found in Fugate’s pockets upon their capture.589 

In the 1950s, nationwide news provided a previously inaccessible opportunity for a 

poor, uneducated boy like Starkweather to realise the American ideal of individualism in a 

moment of infamy. The couple-on-the-run frame suggests that this might be one of the factors 

 
exhibition. Yet in that case, the effect resulted merely from the weathered condition of the paper and a scribbled-
down note on top. Transformer Station, ‘Redheaded Peckerwood Installation Walk-through’, YouTube, 2 June 
2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6M93rQMuA5g  (accessed 11 January 2018). 
585 Fig. 3.55. 
586 Wikipedia, ‘Internet meme’, 27 March 2019, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Internet_meme (accessed 28 March 
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587  Fig. 3.56. Molly Horan, ‘Shots Fired: Part of a Series on Internet Slang’, Know Your Meme, 
http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/shots-fired (accessed 11 January 2018). 
588 Fig. 3.19. 
589 Wischmann, ‘The Killing Spree that Transfixed a Nation’. 
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that triggered the spree. Patterson’s photobook memetically touches upon this subject through 

a series of studio photographs that present objects related to the case or to its cultural history, 

as desirable fan collectibles. These include Starkweather’s car’s hood ornament (‘Hood 

Ornament’); a pair of cowboy boots attributed to ‘Charlie’; and the lighter (‘Zippo’) that the 

Starkweather-inspired protagonist Kit in Badlands gave out as a souvenir to the National 

Guardsmen upon his capture.590 

Within the couple-on-the-run frame, the photograph ‘Caril Ann (Handwriting Sample)’ 

appears as a page of Caril Ann’s autographs,591 thus mirroring the celebrity status that radio, 

newspaper, and television provided her with. ‘Caril Ann (Funny Face)’,592 which is the second-

to-the-last picture in the photobook, also comments on the ‘it girl’ status that the media provided 

Fugate with. The caption points to a memetic connection between Fugate and Audrey 

Hepburn’s character in Stanley Donen’s iconic 1957 movie ‘Funny Face’, which was released 

the same year as Fugate and Starkweather embarked on the killing spree.  

‘Funny Face’ is not a couple-on-the-run movie, yet the memetic link between it and 

Fugate supports the reading suggested by the couple-on-the-run frame. In the movie, Hepburn 

plays a shy young girl who is transformed into the latest ‘it model’ after being discovered by a 

photographer. And the connection between her and Fugate indicates that press photographers 

turned Fugate into the ‘it girl’ of the moment too. And similarly, Starkweather became the 

object of a form of celebrity worship, of which ‘A Crowd Gathers (Recto)’ is indicative.593 This 

black-and-white photograph shows a group of young men gathering in front of the penitentiary 

on the night of Starkweather’s execution in 1959. While some of the young attendants might 

have supported the execution, others attended because they idolised the killer, as Daniel 

LaChance points out, since Starkweather had already become some kind of cult phenomenon 

through the media.594 

In light of the ‘couple-on-the-run’ version of the cinematic frame or meme, the 

Starkweather myth comes across as the result of an American appetite for crime and murders. 

Within this account of the story, Starkweather’s and Fugate’s equally ruthless behaviours read 

as expressions of a desire to achieve individuality through national media. This rereading 

 
590 Fig. 3.57, 3.45 (recto), and 3.58. 
591 Fig. 3.11 (recto). 
592 Fig. 3.31. 
593 Fig. 3.59 (verso). 
594 Daniel LaChance, Executing Freedom: The Cultural Life of Capital Punishment in the United States 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016), 39. 
https://books.google.no/books?hl=no&lr=&id=Vw1PDQAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR7&dq=daniel+lachance+exe
cuting+freeedom&ots=LL7SoGxgLp&sig=feYODWogibB4JRcjVO20vGJ3Q3Y&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=d
aniel%20lachance%20executing%20freeedom&f=false (accessed 11 January 2018). 
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appears particularly disturbing in light of contemporary American mass shootings, some of 

which seem to be driven by a similar desire for fame, however, with an expanded possibility 

for broadcast, with social media’s worldwide reach.595  

 

IV: The 1950s teenage drama 

In Outlaw Tales of Nebraska, T. D. Griffith describes how ‘Starkweather walked calmly to his 

death for the worst murder rampage in Nebraska history, [while] a band of fifty teenagers 

gathered outside the penitentiary walls, with rock ‘n’ roll rhythms blaring from their car 

radios’.596 Griffith’s description of the young people outside the penitentiary as a ‘band of 

teenagers’ draws my attention towards the greaser-style rolled-up sleeves and neatly combed 

quiffs of the young, smiling men in ‘A Crowd Gathers (Recto)’,597 as this particular style was 

typical of male 1950s teenagers.  

The greaser-style signalled identification with the youth culture that developed after the 

Second World War, and opposition to the parental generation’s standards. This opposition also 

involved hostility towards the parental generation’s conservative values, which I now conceive 

the young men’s interest for the teenage killer’s execution as an expression of. And that 

conception draws my reading of Redheaded Peckerwood, and thus of the criminal case, onto a 

new track, which is governed by a redefined conception of the cinematic frame as a reference 

to the 1950s Hollywood ‘teenage drama’. That is, as a reference to a movie genre centring on 

the conflict between the post-war generation of teenagers and their parents. 

Online searches reveal that the end of the Second World War greatly reduced 

unemployment and boosted the North American economy. Couples who could not afford to 

have children during the Great Depression made up for lost time, resulting in a baby boom that 

lasted from the early 1940s until the mid-1960s.598 In the mid-1950s, the relatively large number 

 
595 APA (The American Psychological Association), ‘“Media Contagion” Is Factor in Mass Shootings, Study Says’, 
4 August 2016,  
http://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/2016/08/media-contagion.aspx (accessed 8 January 2018). 
596 Tom D. Griffith, Outlaw Tales of Nebraska: True Stories of the Cornhusker State’s Most Infamous Crooks, 
Culprits, and Cutthroats (Guilford, Connecticut: TwoDot, 2010), 140. 
http://scholar.google.no/scholar_url?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.com%2Fbooks%3Fhl%3Dno%26lr%3
D%26id%3DD0GLBAAAQBAJ%26oi%3Dfnd%26pg%3DPP1%26dq%3DTom%2BD.%2BGriffith%3A%2BO
utlaw%2BTales%2Bof%2BNebraska%3A%2BTrue%2BStories%2Bof%2Bthe%2BCornhusker%2BState%25E
2%2580%2599s%2BMost%2BInfamous%2BCrooks%2C%2BCulprits%2C%2Band%2BCutthroats.%2B%26ot
s%3DVzVFSa-3xq%26sig%3Dxe5LlnixkS43TyKZvZ7xY9MFjug&hl=no&sa=T&ct=res&cd=0&ei=x6JXWsI 
O0rmYAZPjkCg&scisig=AAGBfm17f7_rsLMFeR9OkRVtIazdDtyVfQ&nossl=1&ws=1920x1082 (accessed 11 
January 2018). 
597 Fig. 3.59 (verso). 
598  Wikipedia, ‘Mid-twentieth century baby boom’, 20 January 2019, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mid-
twentieth_century_baby_boom (accessed 21 January 2019). 
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of early baby boomers became teenagers. And with rock ‘n’ roll as their preferred soundtrack, 

they began to forge an identity of their own in opposition to the parental generation’s 

conservative values.599  

Within the context of Redheaded Peckerwood, the divide between members of the 

teenage generation and their parents is expressed by the inclusion of a handwritten political 

verse, captioned ‘The Election is Over’.600 The verse was allegedly written by Starkweather 

victim Robert Jensen, and found in his pocket after his death: 

 
The election is over, 
the result is known. 
The will of the people 
has clearly been shown. 
Let’s forget our quarrels 
And show by our deeds, 
that we will give ‘Ike’ all 
the help he needs. 
Let’s get together and let 
bitterness pass, 
I’ll hug your elephant, 
and you kiss my ass. 
 

The verse ironically mocks the parents’ admiration for the newly elected president, and it thus 

refers to the younger generation’s hostility towards their parents’ set of values, of which 

Eisenhower was symbolic. But more than anything, the adolescents’ opposition to the parental 

generation was expressed through the development of a particular teenage culture. 

With the rising economy, teenagers no longer had to work to contribute to their family’s 

household. Instead, many teenagers started to receive monthly allowances to spend on non-

essential goods, and some had part-time jobs that provided them with additional money. 

Teenagers’ spending power made for a new and desirable group of consumers. Recognising the 

commercial potential of the teenage generation, marketers thus began to encourage teenagers 

to express a shared identity.601 Thereby, a youth culture associated with particular fashions, 

cars, sparkling chrome accessories, fast food, and drive-in cinema emerged in the United States. 

The new-fangled youth culture spread rapidly to all corners of the United States through 

motion pictures, radio, and the recently available cable television. This distribution gave rise to 

a genre of movie drama that took the emerging gap between members of the parental generation 

 
599 Ibid. 
600 Fig. 3.17 (paper object inserted between pages). 
601 The National Museum of American History, ‘Teen markets’, http://americanhistory.si.edu/american-enterprise-
exhibition/consumer-era/teen-markets (accessed 21 January 2019). 
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and their teenage offspring as its point of departure. The genre, which I shall refer to as the 

‘teenage drama’, comprises films such as Lázló Benedek’s The Wild One (1953), Richard 

Brook’s Blackboard Jungle (1955), Nicholas Ray’s Rebel Without a Cause (1956), Georg 

Tressler’s Teenage Woolfpack (1956), Robert Altman’s The Delinquents (1957), Jack Arnold’s 

High School Confidential! (1958), and Edward L. Kahn’s Riot in Juvenile Prison (1959).  

Although the teenage drama genre originated in the 1950s, it still flourishes today. 

Nevertheless, I shall delimit my reading to the relationship between Redheaded Peckerwood, 

the Starkweather killing spree, and teenage dramas set in the 1950s. The movies mentioned 

above are set in the 1950s, but so is the period movie Badlands. Although Malick’s movie was 

made in 1973, it thus writes itself into the teenage drama frame by setting the story of Kit and 

Holly in the same decade as the Starkweather killings. 

No genre is completely pure, and the couple-on-the-run genre and the teenage drama 

genre obviously have several memes in common, such as a traditional cause-driven plot 

structure, romance, reckless young men and women, fast cars, and weapons. Some movies 

might even be described both as couple-on-the-run movies and as teenage dramas. Yet in light 

of Redheaded Peckerwood, the two genres appear as separate configurations of the cinematic 

frame. The couple-on-the-run genre, on the one hand, involves a reading of the Starkweather 

case in light of the media’s glamorisation of the murder spree and a more general American 

obsession with crime. The teenage drama, on the other hand, allows for a reflection on the 

relationship between the criminal case and the generation gap that started to manifest itself at 

the time of the Starkweather homicides.  

There are obvious differences of content as well as of quality within the 1950s teenage 

dramas. Yet there are a given set of memes that repeat themselves frequently throughout the 

genre. In the following, I shall read Redheaded Peckerwood in light of those memes, beginning 

with the high school classroom. This is the setting for High School Confidential! as well as for 

the iconic drama Blackboard Jungle, where it makes for a rough teenage environment that is 

memetically alluded to through Patterson’s ‘Calendar Girl’.602 That allusion results from the 

way the photograph, which shows a 1950s pinup, memetically connects to one of the hand-

coloured movie stills that promoted Blackboard Jungle.  

‘Calendar Girl’ shows a pinup poster on the wall of a room that looks like it could be 

the classroom shown in the still from Blackboard Jungle, where a group of teenagers gather 

around a lecturing teacher.603 The connection between Patterson’s ‘Calendar Girl’ and this 

 
602 Fig. 3.60. 
603 Fig. 3.61. 
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particular scene in the movie suggests that Starkweather’s rage emerged from a similarly rough 

environment as the one the movie describes, and from his classmates’ relentless bullying. That 

reading is supported by Redheaded Peckerwood’s ‘Jackknife’, which shows an old switchblade 

knife stuck in a wall.604 That photograph brings to mind Starkweather’s account of how he, after 

killing the Bartlett family, ‘threw a knife at the wall for something to do until Caril came 

home’.605 However, the photograph of the ‘Jackknife’ also brings to mind a central scene in 

Blackboard Jungle, where a rebellious teenager threatens a teacher by holding a similar knife 

to his face.606 

In the 1950s, the switchblade knife was a symbol of in-group complicity among greaser 

teens.607 Starkweather allegedly had one too, for he stabbed to death both Clara Ward and her 

maid, Lillian Fencl, during the murder rampage.608 And at this stage of the rereading process, 

the introductory ‘frontispiece: Storm Cellar’ brings to mind a still from Blackboard Jungle that 

shows a classroom filled with scattered-about objects like the ones seen inside the Storm 

Cellar. 609  This connection between Redheaded Peckerwood and Blackboard Jungle is 

reinforced by the relationship that further online searches reveal between Patterson’s 

photograph of a toilet’s wall at a Nebraskan school (‘The Writing on the Wall’) and the partially 

erased writing on the blackboard in the background of the movie still from Blackboard 

Jungle.610  

The toilet’s wall seen in Patterson’s photograph is covered with names of high-school 

sweethearts, but also has the chilling word ‘slaughter’ written on it. The photograph’s caption, 

‘The Writing on the Wall’, plays on the dual sense of the phrase as a literal description of the 

motif on the one hand and on the other hand as a colloquial phrase meaning that something bad 

will happen. That sense of the term relies on the biblical story of Daniel, who interprets the 

 
604 Fig. 3.62. 
605 Linda M. Battisti and John Stevens Berry, The Twelfth Victim: The Innocence of Caril Ann Fugate in the 
Starkweather Murder Rampage (Omaha, Nebraska: Addicus Books, 2014), 49–50, 
https://books.google.no/books?id=eVhjAwAAQBAJ&pg=PA50&lpg=PA50&dq=threw+a+knife+at+the+wall+f
or+something+to+do+until+Caril+came+home%E2%80%99++starkweather&source=bl&ots=RIpt5_nB6L&sig
=ACfU3U1odXIYo6A8QE0tAg_-GQBG_Z-smA&hl=no&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiq0MXbsJPgAhVRposKHftW 
C6UQ6AEwB3oECAgQAQ#v=onepage&q=threw%20a%20knife%20at%20the%20wall%20for%20something
%20to%20do%20until%20Caril%20came%20home%E2%80%99%20%20starkweather&f=false (accessed 29 
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606 Fig. 3.63. 
607  Robert Palmer, ‘The 50s: A Decade of Music that Changed the World’, Rolling Stone, 19 April 1990, 
https://www.rollingstone.com/music/features/the-50s-19900419 (accessed 5 January 2018). 
608 Murderpedia, ‘Charles Raymond Starkweather’, http://murderpedia.org/male.S/s/starkweather.htm (accessed 
29 January 2019). 
609 Fig. 3.6 and 3.64. 
610 Fig. 3.65 and 3.64. 
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mysterious writing of a disembodied hand on the wall of King Belshazzar’s palace as a sign 

that the king was about to be overthrown.611  

The reference to the biblical story signals the changes that the emerging teenage 

generation pictured in Blackboard Jungle was going to bring about. In the photograph with a 

student threatening his teacher with a switchblade, the boys in the background wear their hair 

in typical 1950s quiffs or sleekly combed into crewcuts.612 The boy to the left stands out for 

me, since I find his look memetically reproduced by the boy who leads the crowd that gathers 

in front of Starkweather’s prison in ‘A Crowd Gathers (Recto)’.613 They both sport black, oily 

quiffs, which allow the boy in the classroom to partially melt into the blackboard behind him, 

and the boy outside the prison almost to melt into the black night sky. 

At this point of the memetic rereading process, the black colour seems to take on a 

presence of its own, as it enters into dialogue with the black shoe polish that seeps from an 

overturned bottle in Patterson’s ‘Shit from Shinola’.614 The liquid shoe polish creates a black 

figure, reminiscent of a Rorschach inkblot, on the white paper underneath the bottle, which I 

now conceive of as a reference to Starkweather’s growing rage. The caption, ‘Shit from 

Shinola’, refers to a colloquial phrase popular in the 1950s as a description of another person’s 

ignorance: ‘You don’t know shit from Shinola’. Within the 1950s teenage drama frame, the 

phrase speaks to the hostile comments that Starkweather’s classmates threw at him, that is, 

comments that produced a murderous rage in him, which eventually led to a killing spree during 

which he dyed his reddish hair black with shoe polish, like a movie criminal.615 

On the one hand, ‘Shit from Shinola’ points to classroom bullying, which is a meme 

that recurs in a range of 1950s teenage dramas. Yet it takes on another dimension when I find 

out that also Elvis Presley – a hick truck driver turned rock ‘n’ roll idol – dyed his hair with 

black shoe polish, before he came to money and fame in the mid-1950s.616 This information 

memetically links ‘Shit from Shinola’ to another dimension of teenage culture that rubs off on 

the 1950s teenage drama genre, rock ‘n’ roll.   

The combination of the black colour and the term ‘rock ‘n’ roll’ allows the Rorschach 

inkblot to form a particular image for me at this stage of the memetic rereading process. ‘Rock 

 
611  Wikipedia, ‘Belshazzar’, 20 January 2019, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Belshazzar (accessed 21 January 
2019). 
612 Fig. 3.63. 
613 Fig. 3.59 (verso). 
614 Fig. 3.66. 
615 Wischmann, ‘The Killing Spree that Transfixed a Nation’. 
616  L. Fernando, ‘Ten Things You Didn’t Know About Elvis Presley’, The Sunday Leader, 
http://www.thesundayleader.lk/2011/12/25/ten-things-you-didnt-know-about-elvis-presley/ (accessed 5 January 
2018). 
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‘n’ roll’, the quintessential symbol of the 1950s teenage generation, was originally black slang 

for sex, a secret ‘shared by disc jockeys, the performers and the kids’, as Robert Palmer 

recounts.617 In this light, the blot of shoe polish comes to read as a sperm stain, but also as the 

shadow of the large US underclass of blacks who were starting to demand equal rights under 

Martin Luther King Jr. in the mid-1950s.618 In the 1950s, the black population was repressed in 

all areas of US post-war society. However, rock ‘n’ roll performers such as Little Richard and 

Chuck Berry managed to exert a level of influence on the teenage generation and thus to pierce 

a small hole in the all-white picture of the United States.619  

Though the inkblot metaphorically seemed to suggest a connection between the 

Starkweather case and the black population’s struggle for equality, online searches proved 

unable to flesh out this connection. A memetic connection between rock ‘n’ roll and the 1955 

Blackboard Jungle, which has been referred to as a ‘rock-and-roll social drama’, seemed 

promising at first.620 One of the lead roles is played by Sidney Poitier, who became the first 

black Oscar nominee for Best Actor four years later and a genuine movie star.621  

Nevertheless, most of the teenage dramas that appeared in drive-in theatres across the 

United States at the time were dominated by white stars. And during the memetic rereading 

process, Poitier’s name does not lead to a connection between the Starkweather murders and 

the racial issues of the time, but rather leads further into the generational conflict that remains 

at the heart of the teenage drama. That is, it leads further into the generation conflict since 

Poitier’s white T-shirt is memetically reproduced on the white actor James Dean, the most 

iconic teenage star of them all, in Rebel Without a Cause.622 

In 1956, Charles Starkweather watched Rebel Without a Cause and somehow found a 

kindred spirit in Dean’s movie character, Jim Stark. Not only did Stark’s name resemble his 

own, but Stark also seems to have mirrored Starkweather’s sense of alienation and 

infringement.623 Hence, Starkweather started to imitate the movie character’s clothing, and to 

 
617 Palmer continues: ‘Astonishingly, “responsible adults” didn’t seem to “get it”. Certainly, nobody who was in 
on the joke was going to spell it out for them’. Palmer, ‘The 50s’. 
618 U.S. History, ‘Martin Luther King Jr.’, http://www.ushistory.org/us/54f.asp (accessed 21 January 2019). 
619  Malay Mail, ‘60 years on, hearing anew explosive Little Richard’, 17 November 2017, 
https://www.malaymail.com/news/showbiz/2017/11/17/60-years-on-hearing-anew-explosive-little-richard/15121 
45 (accessed 21 January 2019). 
620 Warner Archive Instant, ‘Happy 90th to Sidney Poitier! Watch Him In BLACKBOARD JUNGLE on Warner 
Archive!’ YouTube, 20 February 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kxJR4prB68g (accessed 10 January 
2019). 
621 Ibid. 
622 Fig. 3.67 and 3.68. 
623 Charles Montaldo, ‘Profile of Charles Starkweather’, ThoughtCo, 26 March 2017, 
https://www.thoughtco.com/profile-of-charles-starkweather-973102 (accessed 11 January 2018). 
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groom his hair as Stark did, as is obvious from the close-up of the murderer’s thick quiff in 

‘Charlie’s Bloody Ear’.624 

Starkweather’s adoption of Stark’s appearance implies a reflection on how the real 

events of the Starkweather killing spree were intertwined with the cinematic all along, and not 

just after the fact, since quite a few motion pictures were based on the real-life murder spree. 

This interweaving of fiction with real life is one of the central themes of the drama Badlands, 

which was promoted by this tagline: 

 
He was 25 years old. He combed his hair like James Dean. He was very 
fastidious. People who littered bothered him. She was 15. She took music lessons 
and could twirl a baton. She wasn’t very popular at school. For awhile [sic] they 
lived together in a tree house. In 1959, she watched while he killed a lot of people 
[my italics].625  
 

Starkweather mirrored not just Jim Stark’s appearance, but also his rough behaviour. However, 

the ‘Confession Letter’ reveals that Starkweather applies his knife as an actual murder weapon, 

and not just to threaten other people, as Jim Stark does in Rebel Without a Cause.626  

Rebel Without a Cause provides a picture of 1950s American youth through the movie’s 

portrayal of a group of three teenagers who meet at the juvenile division of the local police 

station where they were being held for various delinquencies. The subsequent storyline explores 

the relationship between a detached parental generation and the ethical deterioration of 

American adolescents in the same period. According to online sources, a so-called ‘permissive’ 

parental style is characteristic of the 1950s, meaning that parents allowed their children free 

reign of the neighbourhood, with few questions asked regarding their whereabouts and 

activities. At the same time, parents enforced a rigid, top-down rule structure that Patterson’s 

‘No Nothing’ reads as a comment on,627 and they imposed strict punishment for violating these 

rules.628 

Rebel Without a Cause speaks of a parental generation unwilling to take responsibility 

for the budding disintegration of the American family. The same subject is referenced in 

Redheaded Peckerwood by a series of photographs of deteriorating homes (such as ‘Meyer 

Farm’ and ‘Broken Home’).629 These photographs suggest a reading of the Starkweather case 

 
624 Fig. 3.12. 
625 Fig. 3.69. 
626 Fig. 3.16 and 3.70. 
627 Fig. 3.71. 
628 Motherhood: In Point of Fact, ‘The 1950s: The Age of Permissive Childcare’, 
http://motherhoodinpointoffact.com/the-1950s-the-age-of-permissive-childcare/ (accessed 5 January 2018). 
629 Fig. 3.72 and 3.7. 
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as being the result of a detached parental generation. That reading is supported by the 

‘Confession Letter’,630 where Fugate and Starkweather jointly recount the circumstances of his 

murder of Fugate’s family. Here they tell us about killings that took place for no good reason 

other than Starkweather’s feeling of being misunderstood and distrusted by his girlfriend’s 

parents. A part of the letter written by Fugate narrates the situation thus: 

 
chuck came down that tuesday happy and full of joke’s but when he came in mom 
said for him to get out and never come back, chuck look at her, “and said why.” 
at that my dad got mad and be gun to hit him and was pushing him all over the 
room, then chuck got mad and there was no stoping him, he had his gun whit him 
cause him and my dad was going hunting [sic: this applies globally to the error-
laden passage]. 

 
According to the confession letter, Starkweather was sorry after the murders, since he did not 

want to commit them. But, as the letter shows, the way the older generation denied him access 

to their home triggered a rage he could not contain. 

In light of the memes that connect various versions of the 1950s teenage drama, 

Starkweather’s violent actions read as a reflection of an increasing recklessness that was 

characteristic of his generation at large.631 While this recklessness seems to have been a partial 

result of the parents’ detached relationship with their children, the older generation did not take 

responsibility for their children’s violent actions. Instead, 1950s parents and authorities alike 

seem to have blamed popular culture, and particularly motion pictures. 632  Starkweather’s 

adoption of Jim Stark’s violent ways confirms that the movies might be one reason behind the 

younger generation’s violence. Yet a reading of Redheaded Peckerwood in light of the teenage 

drama genre implies that Starkweather’s brutality might also have come out of the parental 

generation’s detachment, which tragically left the kids to follow their own moral compasses.  

The fatal consequences of leaving children to find their own way through life are 

illustrated in the movie Badlands. When Holly’s stern and forbidding father finds out that she 

has been seeing Kit, he kills her dog as punishment for her breaking his rules. The dog’s death 

tragically ignites a range of destructive deeds that Holly recounts in an emotionally distanced 

voiceover. This destruction starts with Kit’s murder on Holly’s father and proceed as he sets 

 
630 Fig. 3.16. 
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4ce0-9856-8005081ae11e.pdf (accessed 21 January 2019). 
632 James Gilbert, A Cycle of Outrage: America’s Reaction to the Juvenile Delinquent in the 1950s (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, USA, 1988), 143. 
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fire to the house and thus to Holly’s childhood, which goes up in flames together with her doll’s 

house and the father’s body.633 

The fire scene in Badlands symbolically represents the disintegration of the American 

family in the 1950s, which the Starkweather killing spree and the teenage drama are 

representative of. The same scene, which precedes Kit and Holly’s escape, is memetically 

alluded to in Redheaded Peckerwood’s black-and-white ‘Burned-Out Room’, which shows a 

bedroom after a fire.634 This photograph speaks to a conception of Redheaded Peckerwood’s 

account of the Starkweather case in light of the teenage drama. That conception is reinforced 

by the photograph of Fugate and her sister kissing at Caril Ann’s trial (‘Sisters Kissing’).635 

Within the 1950s teenage drama frame, that photograph becomes symbolic of how young 

people were left to find comfort and trust in other teenagers rather than in the older generation.  

The feeling of being deprived of the parents’ protection and left with only the support 

and trust of other teenagers, is memetically reproduced in Rebel Without a Cause. In a scene 

towards the end of the movie, the protagonist Jim and his friends Judy and Plato hide in a 

deserted mansion where they act out the fantasy of the warm and peaceful family that their 

parents could not provide.636 That scene is memetically reproduced yet another time by the 

domestic idyll that Badlands’ Kit and Holly temporarily plays out in a tree house at one point 

of their journey away from the small town where they grew up.637  

Hiding, Kit and Holly play out the roles of a conventional 1950s married couple. He 

makes sure that the two have food on their table, and she prepares the food with her lips painted 

and her hair rolled up in curlers. Yet, as Holly understands over time, the ideal of the 1950s 

married couple is an ideal they will never be able to realise together. And when bounty hunters 

discover their hide-out and they are forced to get back into the car and onto the road again, their 

fictional family is broken up. And thereby they memetically reproduce yet again the motif of 

the broken home that runs through Redheaded Peckerwood as a series of disintegrating 

American houses. 

Before Holly’s family home went up in flames, Holly’s dad made a living by painting 

bright billboard posters.638 One of the photographs in Redheaded Peckerwood is a photograph 

of a similar billboard poster painted with the phrase ‘Let’s all go out and get a steak’, which is 

 
633 Fig. 3.73. 
634 Fig. 3.10. 
635 Fig. 3.14. 
636 Fig. 3.74. 
637 Fig. 3.75. 
638 Fig. 3.76 (recto). 
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also the photograph’s caption.639 Smoke rises from the letters, as from a chargrilled steak. By 

way of this picture, the story in Badlands is folded onto the real events of the Starkweather case 

that inspired it, since online searches reveal that Charles Starkweather’s father morbidly 

suggested that the family should go out and get some steak immediately after hearing that his 

son was sentenced to die in the electric chair.640  

Starkweather’s father’s comment signals an emotional distance from his son, but also 

an unwillingness or inability to recognise his own responsibility for the teenager’s horrible 

deeds. The teenage drama frame suggests that his stance is representative of the 1950s parental 

generation at large, who would not or could not hear their children’s cry for help. That desperate 

cry is represented by the photograph that Patterson has captioned ‘Help (Gas Can)’, which 

shows a crushed red petrol can that bears that same word.641 In Rebel Without a Cause, the 

teenager’s denial by the adult generation is played out thrice. First, when the father refuses to 

stand up for Jim Stark against Jim’s mother, who wants to uproot the family by relocating again. 

This led the son to storm off to the police station, where he was refused a second time, by the 

police. And then he was refused by adults a third time when he called his friend Judy’s home, 

and her father hung up on him.  

As Peter in the New Testament denied Jesus three times, adults denied Jim Stark on 

three occasions. That coincidence suggests a memetic relationship between Jim Stark and Jesus 

Christ that is reinforced by one of Stark’s poses at a later stage of the movie. This is where he, 

in a white shirt, stares into the headlights of a row of police cars in a scene that is memetically 

reproduced by Patterson’s ‘Headlights’.642 Stretching his arms out like Jesus on the cross, Stark 

attempts to protect his friend Plato from the armed police officers,643 but they shoot and kill 

Plato nonetheless and Stark then falls crying to the ground. 

The association between the teenager and Jesus is also repeated in Badlands, where the 

Starkweather-inspired character Kit carries his shotgun across his shoulders as if it were the 

transverse bar of a cross.644 The references to Jesus imply a nod to the high degree of religious 

commitment that characterised 1950s US society. 645  Yet the references also suggest the 
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(accessed 6 January 2018). 
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provocative conclusion that Starkweather, in and by his death, took his generation’s sins upon 

his shoulders like a modern day martyr for the parental generation’s neglect. 

In light of the conception of the cinematic frame as a reference to 1950s teenage drama, 

the Starkweather myth comes across as the horrid result of a generational conflict between 

teenagers and their parents. In this account of the story, Starkweather and Fugate play the roles 

of victims of the parental generation’s neglect. However, neither this conception of their roles 

sticks with them for long. When I continue my online searches, I find that the scene where Kit 

carries the shotgun across his shoulders memetically imitates James Dean’s movie character 

Jett Rink’s pose on a film still for George Stevens’s epic Western drama Giant (1956).646  

Like the 1950s teenage drama, Giant is about generational conflicts as well, within a 

Texan family. But in Stevens’s film, those conflicts are subordinate to a more universal 

narrative that unfolds beyond the 1950s time frame, which concerns privilege, race, and class. 

And this discovery marks the point where the cinematic frame breaks down altogether and 

ceases its hold on my process of rereading Redheaded Peckerwood. That is, it ceases its hold 

because I begin to approach Patterson’s photobook, and thus the Starkweather case, in relation 

to the American legal system and the question of right and wrong. 

 

Concluding remarks 

Redheaded Peckerwood comes out of a post-digital era where obscurity is customarily met by 

online searches on smartphones or other portable digital devices. Within this post-digital 

context, I find that the suggestive relationship between the photographs in Patterson’s 

photobook and the underlying Starkweather myth conceptualises online searches as a part of 

the work’s definition. The World Wide Web allows for a potentially unlimited process of 

navigation. Nonetheless, I contend that Redheaded Peckerwood’s memetic principle of 

rereading secures a sense of structural unity that allows readers to distinguish the photobook 

network from the context that the work unfolds within. And by considering the memetic 

principle that structures the process of rereading Redheaded Peckerwood, I have challenged 

Emma Bennett’s conception of the frame as a set of static features that each of Patterson’s 

photographs is steeped in. By tracing the cinematic frame’s multiple appearances during the 

memetic process of rereading Redheaded Peckerwood, I have argued that the work allows for 

an emergent conception of the frame, and of the logic that sustains the frame’s distribution in a 

cultural environment. 

 
646 Fig. 3.83. 
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The cinematic frame is a set of conventions that allows the Starkweather myth to appear 

and reappear in relation to Hollywood cinema. While this particular frame’s hold on my own 

rereading process was constantly threatened by other relevant frames, such as advertising, art, 

and media, it managed to establish hegemony over my conception of Redheaded Peckerwood 

and to maintain its appeal for the larger part of my interaction with Patterson’s photobook. The 

cinematic frame was, however, on the verge of exhaustion at several stages of the rereading 

process, in those situations where I felt I had explored every photograph in the photobook that 

seemed even remotely relevant for a cinematic reading. But each time that happened, three 

times over, the cinematic frame’s ambiguity allowed the frame to mutate and thus to impose 

itself on photographs it had hitherto been unable to explain, and onto new ranges of motives, 

genres, and technologies. Riding on the back of the work’s memetic structure, the cinematic 

frame thus appeared successively as a set of conventions related to the film noir, the staged 

narrative tableau, the couple-on-the-run genre, and 1950s teenage drama.  

The frame, as Goffman emphasises in his definition of the phenomenon, is inseparable 

from the contents of its representation.647 This means that the cinematic frame that governs my 

conception of Redheaded Peckerwood is indistinguishable from the criminal case that it 

represents, a criminal case that successively appeared to me in relation to various aspects of 

1950s society. This case appeared in relation to four different elements: gender biases, 

suburbanisation and alienation, an all-American appetite for true crime, and, finally, as the 

result of generational conflict. And by outlining these four readings, my analysis of Redheaded 

Peckerwood suggests several conclusions as to what might have been Charles Starkweather’s 

and Caril Ann Fugate’s respective roles in the horrid murder spree.  

The applicability of the Starkweather myth to the various versions of the cinematic 

frame proves that the criminal case is as equally ambiguous a figure as the frame that allows it 

to appear is. And furthermore, the case seems to have a comparable ability to connect with 

already-circulating conventions and cultural figures. Within the work, the association of the 

cinematic frame with the criminal case thus allows for a mutual reinforcement of the frame and 

the Starkweather case, a reinforcement which supports the continued distribution of each over 

the act of rereading.  

While rereading Redheaded Peckerwood, I actively looked for traces of the burgeoning 

civil rights movement that started to manifest itself in the late 1950s. However, I could find 

only one brief suggestion of a link between the Starkweather case and the contemporaneous 

 
647 Goffman, Frame Analysis, 10–11. 
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struggle for blacks’ civil rights, a link which I was unable to flesh out through online searches. 

This paucity of linkage, of course, might indicate that race was irrelevant to the events of the 

murder spree. Yet the extension of my searches also suggests what recent studies confirm: that 

the algorithms of the World Wide Web covertly reproduce deeply ingrained racial biases.648 

In 2015, software engineer Jacky Alciné pointed out that Google Photos’ picture 

recognition algorithms were unable to distinguish black people and gorillas.649 And a test run 

by Wired almost three years later revealed that Google Photos’ search for ‘black man’, ‘black 

woman’, or ‘black person’ merely returned black-and-white photographs filtered by gender, but 

not by race.650 Disturbingly, research confirms that online representations not just of race, but 

also of gender and a range of other subjects are similarly biased by algorithmic prejudices and 

inequities.651 And as my analysis of Redheaded Peckerwood shows, this bias obviously has far-

reaching ethical implications in the photobook field, where the rereading process is increasingly 

steered by algorithms after the popularisation of smartphones.652  

In the post-digital era, even historical photobooks are likely to be supplemented by 

nodes provided by the World Wide Web. Therefore, we must ask whether photobooks are thus 

forced to reproduce the prejudices of their cultural contexts. The question is disturbing, but my 

analysis of Redheaded Peckerwood allows the present chapter to end on a positive note. 

Although the World Wide Web, in this case, provides most of Redheaded Peckerwood’s nodes, 

the network’s overall meaning is not the sum of the qualities of each node. Rather, as I have 

showed in this chapter, meaning is the result of the pattern that emerges from my combination 

and recombination of these same nodes according to a memetic principle of rereading. And 

what that pattern carries is a reflection on how particularly appealing frames mutate into ever-

new configurations over time – in a process that seems to be radically accelerated by the World 

Wide Web – thereby exerting hegemony over our collective imagination and thus over our 

shared history.  

 

 

 
648 Aylin Caliskan, Joanna J. Bryson, and Arvind Narayanan: ‘Semantics Derived Automatically from Language 
Corpora Contain Human-like Biases’, Science 356, no. 6334 (2017): 183–186.  
649 Jacky Alciné, Untitled post, Twitter, 28 June 2015, 
https://twitter.com/jackyalcine/status/615329515909156865 (accessed 7 January 2019). 
650 In fact, the only search terms that provided results that seemed to select for people with darker skin tones were 
‘afro’ and ‘African’. Tom Simonite, ‘When it comes to Gorillas Google Photos remains Blind’, Wired, 1 November 
2018, https://www.wired.com/story/when-it-comes-to-gorillas-google-photos-remains-blind/ (accessed 7 January 
2019). 
651 Caliskan et al., ‘Semantics Derived Automatically from Language Corpora Contain Human-like Biases’. 
652 Ibid.  
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This thesis is premised on a conception of the photobook as a network of interrelated nodes. A 

photobook network is realised as a work of art when a reader combines its constituent elements 

into a meaningful order.653 However, photographs are ambiguous and relatively heterogeneous 

elements, and hence there is more than one valid way of ordering a photobook’s elements, and 

thus multiple ways to read such works. None of these readings provides a totalising conception 

of the whole, and thus the reader is required to continue recombining in subsequent reads, in 

order to capture the network’s emergent qualities and to reach the work’s higher level of 

meaning. But the level of complexity typical of photobooks makes readers generally unable to 

explore each of these latent readings, and I thus ask what allows them to perceive photobooks 

as works, and thus as coherent units, nonetheless. In other words, how do readers perceive 

structural unity in photobooks? 

 Since the late 1960s, in the genre’s contemporary phase, the photobook has developed 

as an aesthetically unified phenomenon. Photobooks from the contemporary phase are generally 

characterised by self-conscious exploration of what it means to read photographs in books. 

Because of this meta-perspective, I contend that contemporary photobooks are particularly 

interesting objects to ‘think with’ about the question of how readers perceive structural unity in 

photobooks. Hence, I have approached my research question through discussion of three 

contemporary photobooks: all three by US photographers. These photobooks are Collier 

Schorr’s Jens F. (2005), Nan Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual Dependency (1986), and Christian 

Patterson’s Redheaded Peckerwood (2011, 2012, 2013), which I have approached respectively 

in chapter one, two, and three. 

Through detailed description and extended rereading of Schorr’s, Goldin’s, and 

Patterson’s photobooks, I have demonstrated how patterns that emerge from singular principles 

of rereading are crucial to the experience of structural unity in photobooks. By going back and 

recombining previously considered elements in subsequent reads, I argue that readers are 

enabled to detect structural patterns that govern the rereading processes that are constitutive of 

photobook networks. Given the repetitive quality and predictability of patterns, these structures 

enable readers to imagine the nature of readings not yet conducted and hence the boundaries of 

the overall network structure, even when being practically incapable of exploring each local 

reading that supports the network.  

 
653 The photograph on the coda’s front page is Auguste Salzmann’s salted paper print of a road near Jerusalem 
around 1850, downloaded from http://www.getty.edu/art/collection/objects/59717/auguste-salzmann-and-louis-
desire-blanquart-evrard-jerusalem-chemin-de-beit-lehem-french-negative-1854-print-1856/ (25 March 2019). 
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My network perspective is directed at photobooks in particular, but the principles of 

rereading I thus associate with the genre are not exclusive to photobooks. Other network 

systems, such as that of a photography exhibition, might work according to similar principles 

of rereading. But since photobooks are realised in intimate situations whereas exhibitions are 

experienced in public spaces, I contend that the photobook is a unique space for rereading. For 

example, exhibitions tend to have defined points of access and exit, and an exhibition 

architecture that guides visitors in a certain direction. This layout does not imply that visitors 

cannot return to photographs of particular interest in an exhibition venue. Yet it implies that 

such returns are made difficult by walls as much as by the movements of other visitors, which 

makes such returns less likely to happen. When we read photobooks, on the other hand, it is as 

easy to return to a previously seen photograph as it is to proceed to the next. And therefore, I 

recognize the photobook as a particularly appropriate space for self-conscious artistic 

exploration of emergent processes of rereading. 

 

Three principles of rereading 

Three types of agency are intertwined when we read a photobook, that of the object, the subject, 

and the context. In the first chapter of my thesis, titled ‘Palimpsestuous reinscriptions: Collier 

Schorr’s Jens F.’, I focused on object agency. There I identified a palimpsestuous principle of 

rereading that relies on the visual recurrence of a selection of classical poses on the pages of 

the photobook. In the second chapter, titled ‘Mnemonic recollections: Nan Goldin’s The Ballad 

of Sexual Dependency’, I focused on subject agency. There I identified a mnemonic principle 

of rereading that relies on the photographs’ reappearance in the readers’ memory at different 

stages of their interaction with the work, because of an intricate web of intervisual references. 

In the third chapter, titled ‘Memetic reframing: Christian Patterson’s Redheaded Peckerwood’, 

I focused on cultural agency. There I identified a memetic principle of rereading that relies on 

the reappearance of a series of representational frames online.  

I have addressed each of my three photobook examples on the basis of the same three-

part strategy. First, I have described the photobook’s mode of functioning. Second, I have 

theorised that mode of functioning as a particular principle of rereading. And third, I have 

sought to demonstrate how that principle of rereading secures the reader’s experience of a 

unifying pattern by outlining an actual rereading process, centred on one particular circulating 

entity. In the first chapter, I thus demonstrated how attention to a pose that travels according to 

the palimpsestuous principle of rereading that structures Jens F. allowed me to consider how 

the work forms a pattern whereby I came to conceive of subjectivity as an evolving material 
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process. Thereby, I was allowed not only to contest previous conceptions of Schorr’s photobook 

as allegory, but also to show how the work actually contests the allegorical paradigm itself, and 

the binary notion of gender identity that it sustains. 

Schorr’s repetition of the same poses in ever-different guises implies a meta-reflection 

on the photobook’s emergent dimension, that is, on how photobooks generate ever-new 

meanings in and by rereading processes whereby readers encounter the same elements in a 

range of different contexts. This self-reflexive stance is typical of the period after the invention 

of the World Wide Web in 1989, which provided a widely known model for thinking of 

networks as emergent structures. Nan Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, on the other 

hand, was produced earlier. Yet it is as typical of its time as Schorr’s photobook is of hers in 

the way it relies on a conception of the photobook network as a structure with a stable set of 

meanings attached. However, my reading showed that the mnemonic principle of rereading that 

structures Goldin’s photobook supports a constant transformation of each photograph’s 

meaning in and by the act of rereading, which the photographer did not expect at the time of 

the photobook’s making. And that process carries a pattern that speaks to the social dimension 

of subjectivity. 

While I consider the World Wide Web’s existence as an enabling condition for Jens F., 

it was only in the last chapter of my thesis that I considered online searches as an integral 

dimension of the network. Christian Patterson’s Redheaded Peckerwood, which I discussed in 

chapter three, conceptualises a rereading process that mainly unfolds on the Internet and that is 

thus steered by algorithms readers cannot control entirely. Patterson’s photobook thus implies 

a navigational process that formed the basis for my description of the photobook’s memetic 

principle of rereading, according to which I traced the multiple reappearances of the so-called 

‘cinematic frame’. What I thus showed was how attention to Redheaded Peckerwood’s 

principle of rereading allowed for an emergent pattern that carried a reflection on what it is that 

allows certain frames, and hence certain historical events to circulate in society. My rereading 

suggested that this has more to do with appeal, and with the ability to connect with other cultural 

figures, than with truth. Thereby, the work sheds light on the post-digital stage of the network 

paradigm’s history, in the sense that the realisation of Redheaded Peckerwood relies on an 

intertwinement of humanity and technology made possible by smartphones and other portable 

digital platforms around 2010. 
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Subjectivity in the network age 

Jens F., The Ballad of Sexual Depedency, and Redheaded Peckerwood come out of different 

moments of the development of the so-called ‘network imaginary’. 654  But despite the 

particularities of the individual project, my thesis demonstrates that Schorr’s, Goldin’s, and 

Patterson’s photobooks all contribute to a conceptualisation of what it means to be human in 

the network era. What comes across in each chapter of my thesis – whether by reference to the 

photobook object, the reader, or the cultural dimension of rereading – is an image of 

contemporary subjectivity as a figure constantly redefined within a dynamic network of 

relationships, yet that nonetheless remains recognisable as the same throughout. 

The journey, a figure that each photobook relies on in one way or another, might be 

considered as the primary metaphor for this emergent conception of selfhood. As I pointed out 

in the introductory chapter, Gerry Badger considers the popularity of the journey as a schema 

for contemporary photobook practice as an expression of a turn inwards and towards the private. 

Yet the fluid notion of selfhood that my dynamic network perspective allowed me to recognise 

in my three examples challenges that idea. In my rereadings of Jens F., The Ballad of Sexual 

Dependency, and Redheaded Peckerwood, subjectivity does not appear as a self-enclosed 

entity, but instead as a construction that emerges gradually within material, social, and cultural 

networks.  

A similarly relational notion of subjectivity forms the basis for the so-called post-

humanist school of thought, which has developed as another dimension of the network 

imaginary since the late 1960s.655 Cary Wolfe defines posthumanism as a reference to ‘a 

historical moment in which the decentring of the human by its imbrication in technical, medical, 

informatic, and economic networks is increasingly impossible to ignore’. 656  According to 

Wolfe, posthumanism is defined by a conception of subjectivity as a construction that emerges 

from the subject’s interaction with a wider natural and cultural realm. This post-humanist 

conception of subjectivity implies an affinity with the notion of selfhood that I associate with 

Jens F., The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, and Redheaded Peckerwood, which suggests a 

relationship between posthumanism and the simultaneous phenomenon of the contemporary 

photobook. While the Ph.D. format does not allow me to explore the implications of that 

relationship, I contend that my findings invite more extended research on this subject.  

 
654 Jagoda, Network Aesthetics, 10. 
655 Cary Wolfe, What is Posthumanism? (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), xii. 
656 Op. cit., xv. 
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The particular qualities of the principles of rereading that support the patterns I associate 

with respectively Jens F., The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, and Redheaded Peckerwood imply 

a factor of variation that I sought deliberately, to test the applicability of my rereading strategy. 

In Jens F., the rereading process is governed by the physical reappearance of a range of different 

poses on the photobook’s pages, and I thus chose to trace the recurrence of one particular pose. 

I found my approach rewarding in relation to Schorr’s photobook, because it enabled me to 

capture emergence, which is the dimension that my approach was developed to grasp from the 

outset. This was an aim of the project, because photobook analysis in general, as previous 

readings of Jens F., tend to neglect the element of emergence. 

Moreover, my approach allowed me to describe the palimpsestuous principle of 

rereading that underlies the readers’ conception of Jens F. as a structurally unified work. The 

way in which a pattern is inscribed into this particular photobook’s physical structure does, 

however, restrict the readers’ level of choice, and hence their possibility for performative 

interaction. So while the realisation of the work’s palimpsestuous principle as a pattern carried 

a significant reflection on how we perceive art and identity, I argue that this same principle 

unbecomingly restricts the readers’ performative interaction with the work and thus its artistic 

potential, conceived of as a capacity to venture beyond already-existing theoretical and 

aesthetic frameworks.  

For these reasons, I found the practice of tracing a recurring figure more immediately 

applicable to Goldin’s and Patterson’s photobooks, where the rereading process relied primarily 

on the reader or on a wider cultural dimension. This sense of applicability comes from how the 

mnemonic principle of rereading that I associate with the first, and the memetic principle that I 

associate with the second, allowed me to discuss a large portion of the photobooks’ visual 

contents and thus to consider a larger group of revisited elements than Jens F. did. 

 

Single-print focus and static conceptions of photography 

My study of photobooks, which I consider as emergent networks, relies primarily on theoretical 

perspectives developed in comparative literature (the palimpsest), philosophy (memory), and 

evolutionary psychology (the meme), and thus not developed in relation to photography. The 

reason for this reliance is that no strong tradition exists for considering photographs as emergent 

events. This lack of tradition is a function of what I see as the photography field’s persistent 

focus on individual photographic prints rather than on sequential photographic work throughout 

its history.  
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The administration of the photograph at galleries, museums, and other exhibiting 

institutions obviously holds some of the responsibility for the focus upon individual 

photographic prints. Usually, such focus has to do with practicalities or commercial interests. 

But the situation is reinforced – and also mirrored – by a wide selection of photography histories 

centred on individual prints rather than on sequential forms like the photobook, from Beaumont 

Newhall’s 1949 The History of Photography From 1839 to the Present Day to Michel Frizot’s 

1994 A New History of Photography.657 

Another reason behind the focus on individual prints is connected with the endeavour 

to establish photography as an art form on equal footing with traditional media like painting 

and sculpture. While that struggle began already with the invention of the photograph in the 

1830s, it intensified in the 1950s with modernism’s rise to hegemonic status in the artworld. 

High modernism was based on the idea of art as an alternative zone of experience disconnected 

from the everyday, and by extension on the dismissal of popular culture and commerciality. 

This idea led to a general scepticism towards the moving image, which represented the hasty 

speed of the everyday. And this scepticism, in turn, led to a photography field eager to 

emphasise the static qualities of the single photograph rather than sequential photographic 

forms such as the photobook, which unfolds over time.658  

Photographic prints change, for example by exposure to sunlight or heavy handling. 

Still, such change usually takes place over a relatively long time. When we sit down with a 

photograph in hand, or when we contemplate a framed photograph on the wall, all the 

photograph’s elements are present to our eyes in relatively static form during the entire event. 

Emergence might thus appear as a less relevant aspect of our interaction with the print than it 

does when we interact with photobooks, which appear in and by gradually unfolding processes 

of rereading.  

In other words, the single print’s emergent quality is generally less salient than that of 

the photobook. However, this lack of salience does not mean that emergence is an irrelevant 

factor when we engage with single prints. Neither does it mean that reflections on the 

relationship between the photographic experience and emergence are entirely absent from 

classical photography theory, despite its general focus on single prints. In fact, I contend that a 

 
657 Beaumont Newhall, The History of Photography from 1839 to the Present Day (New York: The Museum of 
Modern Art, 1949) and Michel Frizot and Colin Harding, eds., A New History of Photography, trans. Helen Atkins 
(Köln: Könemann, 1998). Jonathan Green’s critical history of American photography is one notable exception. 
Jonathan Green, American Photography: A Critical History from 1945 to the Present (New York: Harry N. 
Abrams, 1984).  
658 See: Joel Smith, ‘More than One’ and David Campany, The Cinematic (Cambridge, MA and London: The MIT 
Press, 2007). 
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meta-reflection on the emergent dimension of photography reading is a central, though often 

disregarded feature of Roland Barthes’s Camera Lucida (1980), where he discusses multiple 

single prints, one after another. This is where Barthes develops the notion of the ‘punctum’, 

which is his chief concern throughout the text and which refers to the photographic experience’s 

subjective dimension, and where he develops the interrelated concept of the ‘studium’, which 

refers to the photographic experience’s conventional dimension.  

According to François Brunet, the publication of Camera Lucida almost single-

handedly brought a previously lacking ‘critical tradition’ to photography, which continues to 

exert its influence on contemporary photography theory.659 Even today, the punctum is the most 

quoted concept in photography studies. However, it is generally considered in relation to 

individual photographs, while it is curiously absent from the discourse on photobooks.660 

Scholars have thus only sparingly conceptualised the punctum as an emergent figure. However, 

Barthes’s insistence on the intertwinement of the punctum with the studium indicates that this 

is exactly what it is.661  

In the eighteenth chapter of Camera Lucida, Barthes explicitly notes that ‘[i]t is not 

possible to posit a rule of connection between the studium and the punctum (when it happens 

to be there). It is a matter of a co-presence, that is all one can say’.662 The quote emphasises the 

intertwinement of the punctum with the studium, and Barthes thus speaks to a factor of 

emergence: how the realm of the punctum can only expand into that of the studium, and vice 

versa, in and by a process of spatial and temporal change. 

The punctum’s emergent aspect is merely expressed on a performative level, in and by 

the reader’s interaction with Camera Lucida over time, indicating that it can be captured only 

in and by an actual reading of Barthes’s book. Others, like Jacques Derrida, have pointed to the 

 
659 Brunet, Photography and Literature, 63.  
660 For example, the term ‘punctum’ is entirely absent from these central works on photobooks: Di Bello et al., 
The Photobook; Wilkie et al., Photography and the Artist’s Book; Hedberg et al., Imprint; Roth, The Open Book; 
Roth, The Book of 101 Books; Stimson, The Pivot of the World; Streitberger, ‘Photography and the Book’; Parr 
and Badger, The Photobook; and the three essays on books with photographs in Baetens et al., Time and 
Photography, by Susana S. Martins, Maren Polte, and Andrea Nelson. 
661 In fact, there is a widespread habit among Camera Lucida’s readers, which Batchen points to in ‘Camera Lucida: 
Another Little History of Photography’, of thinking the punctum in static terms, and thus the relationship between 
a photograph’s punctum and its studium as one of rigid opposition. One particularly influential example of this 
static conception of the punctum is Tagg’s reading of Camera Lucida in The Burden of Representation (1988). 
Tagg ignores that Barthes considers photography experience as a mutually animating process that involves both 
the viewer and the photograph. Thereby, he makes way for a notion of the punctum as a ‘one-way projection of 
(psychoanalytic) desire’, as Lury puts it, rooted in certain practices and institutions, onto individual photographs. 
Geoffrey Batchen, ‘Camera Lucida: Another Little History of Photography’, in Photography Degree Zero: 
Reflections on Roland Barthes’s Camera Lucida, ed. Geoffrey Batchen (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2009), 
268. John Tagg, The Burden of Representation (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire and London: Macmillan 
Press, 1988), 1–5. Lury, Prosthetic Culture, 90. 
662 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 42. 
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emergent dimension of Barthes’s argument,663 but it has not been properly demonstrated as 

such. In my thesis, I have developed a strategy to enable capture of the photobook’s emergent 

dimension. What I argue is that this reading strategy might be modified to the purpose of calling 

forth the emergent dimension of Camera Lucida as well. In the following, I shall thus outline 

how my approach might be applied, in order to link my own theoretical perspective to Barthes’s, 

and thus to classical photography theory, and to demonstrate the relevance of the arguably most 

quoted concept in the photo-theoretical canon for the study of photobooks.  

 

A palinodic principle of rereading 

Camera Lucida is written as a diary of sorts, which recounts the author’s search for the 

photograph’s defining feature. This defining feature is what Barthes associates with the 

punctum: the subjective and non-linguistic dimension of photography experience. The book 

brings together a string of short and personal readings of particular photographs each of which 

explains how the photograph manages to touch the author beyond words. A concluding note 

indicates that the readings were conducted over 49 days, between 15 April and 3 June 1979,664 

a period which almost corresponds with that of the 48 sections of the book. And this amounts 

to an evolving structure that a curious shift occurring midway through the book draws attention 

to. 

The shift that divides Camera Lucida into two parts is brought about by a figure that 

Barthes refers to as being the result of his ‘palinode’.665 The palinode is a literary device that 

involves writing a text (an ‘ode’ or poem) once before retracting it and writing it all over again 

without erasing the first version in the process (‘palin’ means ‘back’ or ‘again’).666 The concept 

shares its etymological roots with the word ‘palimpsest’, which I discussed extensively in the 

first chapter of my thesis, in relation to Collier Schorr’s Jens F. But whereas the palimpsest 

involves a visual integration of texts written at different times, the palinode creates a bipartite 

structure wherein the text written first is followed by one written later which considers the same 

subject from another angle.  

 
663  Jacques Derrida, The Work of Mourning, trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2001), 41–42. 
664 Roland Barthes, La Chambre Claire: Note sur la Photographie (Paris: Seuil, 1994), 184. Batchen points out 
that the English version of Camera Lucida reduces the French original on several levels, and one example is the 
exclusion of Barthes’s note on the 49-day process of writing the book. Geoffrey Batchen, ‘Palinode: An 
Introduction to Photography Degree Zero’, in ed. Geoffrey Batchen, Photography Degree Zero: Reflections on 
Roland Barthes’s Camera Lucida (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2009), 15–16.  
665 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 60.  
666 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. ‘Palinode’, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/palinode (accessed 28 
January 2019).  
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At the end of section 24, Barthes looks back to the start of his investigation, only to find 

that his former reflections on the photographic experience no longer made sense in light of his 

mother’s recent death. This awareness spurs him to perform his palinode, and thus to begin his 

investigation all over again on the basis of his redefined situation. In the context of Camera 

Lucida, Barthes’s move is generally understood as an indication of a change of opinion. And 

the author clearly does change his mind during the act of writing the book. But I want to draw 

attention to the fact that the palinode does not erase the formerly written text but rather preserves 

it next to the new text within the same manuscript. By that, I argue, the palinode indicates that 

the conclusions of Barthes’s first investigation are equally as valid as those of his second, yet 

in different situations. And as such, they appear as complementary, rather than opposed 

conceptions of the punctum.  

The palinodic principle of rereading, which relies on the description of the punctum in 

two different spatiotemporal situations, indicates that the individual encounters between 

Barthes and the photographs he describes in the book should be considered similarly. That is, 

they should be considered not as stages of a linearly evolving argument, but rather as the 

heterogeneous parts of a repetitive structure that is realised as an emergent pattern in and by the 

reader’s movement through the book. What that pattern carries, I contend, is a reflection on the 

punctum’s absolute contingency as a phenomenon played out in particular situations of 

viewing. This means that Barthes’s conception of the punctum cannot be discerned from any 

of the individual descriptions of the phenomenon, but only from the irregular totality of readings 

that the book brings together. 

The punctum’s emergent quality, and hence that of the studium, is the condition for 

Barthes’s explicit articulation of his twin concepts as co-existent phenomena.667 Since each 

field of experience is drawn within a particular situation of viewing, the boundary between them 

is necessarily blurred over time. The approach I have developed to photobooks allows for 

capturing this dynamic, as I shall demonstrate in relation to Barthes’s description of two 

encounters with James Van Der Zee’s 1926 portrait of a black family in their Sunday best, 

which he outlines in Camera Lucida’s sections 19 and 23, respectively.668 

When Barthes first comments on Van Der Zee’s photograph, he associates the punctum 

with the younger woman’s strapped pumps. ‘This particular punctum arouses great sympathy 

in me, almost a kind of tenderness’, Barthes notes.669 But when he revisits the same photograph 

 
667 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 42. 
668 Fig. 4.1. 
669 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 43.  
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at a later stage of his search for the photograph’s defining features, the experience is displaced. 

At this later stage, Barthes notes that ‘once there is a punctum, a blind field is created (is 

divined): on account of her necklace, the black woman in her Sunday best has had, for me, a 

whole life external to her portrait’.670 When he first encountered Van Der Zee’s photograph, 

the punctum was triggered by the woman’s shoes, and it came across as a feeling of nostalgia 

for what was now definitely past. But in his second encounter with the same photograph, 

Barthes reads the punctum as a journey that allows the woman in the portrait to travel beyond 

the photograph’s frame and into the author’s imagination, because of the necklace she wears. 

And that is a feeling he explicitly associates with the term ‘emergence’.671 

Both the first and the second description of Van Der Zee’s photograph belong to the 

first part of Camera Lucida, where the punctum is conceptualised in relation to the ‘detail’.672 

However, the second description also foreshadows the notion of the punctum that Barthes 

elaborates on in the book’s second part, since it speaks of a feeling of connection across time. 

The book’s second part is written after his mother’s death, when Barthes no longer considers 

the punctum as a formal property, but as a feeling of intensity brought about by the photograph’s 

strange intersection of past, present, and future.  

The feeling of being in time that Barthes comes to associate with the punctum in Camera 

Lucida’s second part is expressed most poignantly by a comment on an 1850s photograph by 

Auguste Salzmann, which shows a road near Jerusalem. ‘Nothing but stony ground, olive trees; 

but three tenses dizzy my consciousness: my present, the time of Jesus, and that of the 

photographer’, Barthes notes.673 In front of Salzmann’s photograph, he becomes acutely aware 

of the passage of time as the condition for his own being in the world. This awareness implies 

a feeling of continuation with lives lived before his, but also a feeling of rupture brought about 

by the irreversible pastness of the photograph’s frozen moment. And interestingly, this 

experience of continuation with rupture is equally characteristic of my own experience of 

Camera Lucida, in and by which the book’s palinodic principle of rereading is realised as a 

 
670 Op. cit., 57. 
671 Ibid. 
672 Op. cit., 43. 
673 Op. cit., 97. 
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unifying pattern.674 That is, as a pattern that carries an emergent conception of the punctum as 

‘the absolute Particular’, as Barthes puts it.675 

 

Reconsidering the journey 

Each section of my thesis is introduced by a photograph taken from the photobook that I discuss 

in that particular chapter. Each of these photographs embodies a version of the same 

photographic trope: a landscape cut through by a road that vanishes either beyond the horizon 

or beyond the frame. The road that disappears out of view is a common motif in post-war US 

photography, one reason for this being the car’s increasingly central role in American lives and 

popular culture since the 1950s. Through the repetition of this motif, I thus seek to draw 

attention to the contemporary US context that, respectively, Edward Ruscha’s Twentysix 

Gasoline Stations, which I comment briefly on in the introduction, Collier Schorr’s Jens F., 

Nan Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, and Christian Patterson’s Redheaded 

Peckerwood come out of. 

Nonetheless, I have allowed myself to introduce the coda with a photograph that 

represents the disappearing road motif from another spatial and temporal context: the above 

mentioned nineteenth-century photograph by Auguste Salzmann, which Barthes discusses (but 

does not reproduce) in Camera Lucida. The reason I have chosen to include this particular 

photograph, itself a coda of sorts, is to envisage the continuity between Barthes’s last work on 

photography, which I have turned to towards the end of my thesis, and my own project.  

The main reason I repeat the same motif five times, at the beginning of each section of 

my thesis, is, however, primarily to provide an emergent visualisation of the equally emergent 

patterns I consider to be a defining feature of the photobook as a genre, and as the condition for 

 
674 In my thesis, the notion of ‘rereading’ refers to emergent processes of interaction between photobooks and 
readers, which result in processes where several readings of the same works follow each other. Despite the title, 
Victor Burgin’s ‘Re-reading Camera Lucida’ only contains one reading of Barthes’s last book. Thereby, the essay 
does not provide an emergent conception of Barthes’s book. And neither does it provide an emergent conception 
of the relationship between Barthes’s two readings of Van Der Zee’s photograph, which Burgin discusses in the 
essay. According to Burgin’s essay, the difference between Barthes’s two readings indicates that the Van Der Zee 
photograph’s punctum is a structure that appears bit by bit, when an experience that is stored in Barthes’s 
unconscious gradually enters his consciousness. Burgin thus conceives of Barthes’s two readings as references to 
the same punctum, and not to two different inscriptions of it. I, however, suggest a different conception of Barthes’s 
two readings of Van Der Zee’s photograph. Given Barthes’s palinode, which is a structure that allows two different 
perspectives to co-exist within the same manuscript, I argue that Barthes’s two descriptions do not refer to the 
same punctum, but to two different puncta that are valid at different moments of Barthes’s writing process. And 
this implies that the two puncta support an emergent conception of the punctum. Victor Burgin, ‘Re-reading 
Camera Lucida’, in Photography Degree Zero: Reflections on Roland Barthes’s Camera Lucida, ed. Geoffrey 
Batchen (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2009), 31–46.  
675 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 4. 
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the reader’s experience of such productions as unified works of art. Since these patterns, which 

take on a number of different forms because of the particular photobook’s principle of 

rereading, unfold in and by processes I have referred to as journeys throughout my thesis, the 

road motif appeared as a particularly fitting motif for the purpose.  

My thesis serves a threefold purpose. First, it offers a framework for thinking of the 

photobook as an emergent network structure, a way of thinking which might serve as a basis 

for future research on photobooks. Second, it provides a sustained argument for attentive 

description, and for a form of interaction with particular photobooks that takes their singular 

principles of rereading as a point of departure. Third, the thesis provides a strategy for rereading 

that must be modified to the particular example, yet that in its basic form allows for a 

consideration of the photobook’s emergent network dimension. By applying that rereading 

strategy to Jens F., The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, and Redheaded Peckerwood, I have 

demonstrated not just how emergent patterns allow readers to perceive photobooks as integrated 

works, but also how attention to the particular principles of rereading that support these works 

productively enable readers to link questions about materiality, sociability, and culture with 

more general questions regarding what it means to be a subject in the network era. 
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Figure 3.11.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013),  
‘Caril Ann (Captured)’ (verso) and ‘Caril Ann (Handwriting Sample)’ (recto). 

 
  



 

 

 
Figure 3.12.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Charlie’s Bloody Ear’. 
 
 

 
Figure 3.13.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Sheriff Heflin’. 
 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.14.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Sisters Kissing’. 
 

 

 
Figure 3.15.  

Unknown photographer, storm cellar with Starkweather victim Robert Jensen’s body. 
https://www.lidovky.cz/ln_lidovky/foto.aspx?r=lide&c=A170318_223644_lide_gib&foto=GI

B6a0b3a_jensen.png (accessed 21 March 2019). 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
Figure 3.16.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Confession Letter’. 
 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.17.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013),  
‘The Election is Over’ (paper object inserted between pages). 

 

 
Figure 3.18.  

Unknown photographer, journalists looking into the storm cellar where Starkweather killed 
Robert Jensen and Carol King. https://www.pinterest.se/pin/773634042210306551/  

(accessed 19 March 2019). 
  



 

 

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3.19.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), inserted postcard.  
 
 

 



 

 

 
Figure 3.20.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘The Press’. 
 
 

 
Figure 3.21.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013),  
Caril Ann (Tear-Stained)’ (verso) and ‘Emotions’ (recto). 

 
 



 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 3.22. 

Unknown photographers, storm shelters. 
https://stormsafeshelters.files.wordpress.com/2012/09/tornado-shelters1.jpg; 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Storm_cellar; 
https://images1.dallasobserver.com/imager/u/745xauto/9239251/texasstormshelterguy_courte

sydavidgallup.jpg  
(all accessed 19 March 2019). 

 



 

 

 
Figure 3.23.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013),  
‘24th Street Road (Road at Night)’. 

 

 
Figure 3.24.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Landscape on Fire’. 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.25.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Prairie Grass Swirl’. 
 
 

 
Figure 3.26.  

Actor Ted de Corcia in Jules Dassin’s The Naked City (1948), movie still. 
http://www.stopsmilingonline.com/story_print.php?id=1011  

(accessed 19 March 2019). 
  



 

 

 
Figure 3.27.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘You Know Who’. 
 
 

 
Figure 3.28.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013),  
‘Shady Lane (Meyer Farm)’. 

 
  



 

 

 
Figure 3.29.  

Actor Joseph Schildkraut in Jules Dassin’s movie The Tell-Tale Heart (1941). 
http://www.weirdovideo.com/tag/jules-dassin/ (accessed 19 February 2019). 

 

 
Figure 3.30.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013),  
‘You Can’t Run Away from Anything (Tire)’. 

 
  



 

 

 
Figure 3.31.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013),  
‘Caril Ann (Funny Face)’. 

 

 
Figure 3.32.  

Lana Turner as Cora Smith in Tay Garnett’s movie The Postman Always Rings Twice (1946). 
http://classiq.me/style-in-film-lana-turner-in-the-postman-always-rings-twice  

(accessed 22 March 2019). 
  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Figure 3.33.  

Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Stills # 4, 21, 27 and 53. 
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/56525; 
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/56618;  
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/56659;  

https://www.mutualart.com/Artwork/untitled-film-still--53/1B92BC51466D7316 
(all accessed 18 March 2019).  



 

 

 
Figure 3.34.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Telephone’. 
 
 

 
Figure 3.35.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Motel Sign’. 
 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.36.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Ray of Light’.  
 
 

 
Figure 3.37.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Bloody Snow’. 
 

 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.38.  

Todd Hido, House Hunting (Portland, Oregon: Nazraeli Press, 2001), ‘#2844-D’. 
http://www.americansuburbx.com/2009/09/theory-todd-hido-art-of-darkness.html  

(accessed 19 February 2018). 
 

 
Figure 3.39. 

Gregory Crewdson’s ‘Untitled (Ray of light)’ (2001) from his Twilight series (1998–2002), 
digital colour coupler print mounted on aluminum. 

http://poppygauss.com/blog/2014/3/8/gregory-crewdson (accessed 19 February 2018). 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.40. 

Outdoor motel scene, David Lynch’s movie Wild at Heart (1990). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n2YCseaZK0Q (accessed 20 March 2019). 

 

 
Figure 3.41.  

Indoor motel scene, David Lynch’s Wild at Heart (1990). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mvE-_utxEzc (accessed 20 February 2018). 

 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.42.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Map of Nebraska’. 
 
 

 
Figure 3.43.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Surrender Clouds’. 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.44.  

Bonnie (Faye Dunaway) practicing her marksmanship in Arthur Penn’s movie Bonnie and 
Clyde (1967). https://mubi.com/films/bonnie-and-clyde (accessed 20 February 2018). 

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3.45.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013),  
‘Snowy Branches’ (verso) and ‘Charlie’s Boots’ (recto). 

 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.46.  

Nicholas Cage and Laura Dern as Sailor and Lula, David Lynch’s movie Wild at Heart 
(1990). https://no.pinterest.com/pin/496029346427852876/?lp=true  

(accessed 22 March 2018). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3.47.  

Nicholas Cage as Sailor, David Lynch’s movie Wild at Heart (1990), screenshot from video. 
https://mic.com/articles/77815/nicolas-cage-s-50-best-movies-ranked-by-

greatness#.06kBtWFR8 (accessed 9 March 2018). 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.48.  

Woody Harrelson and Juliette Lewis as Mickey and Mallory, Oliver Stone’s movie Natural 
Born Killers (1994). http://virginiescinema.blogspot.no/2013/07/natural-born-killers.html 

(accessed 9 March 2018). 
 
 

 
Figure 3.49.  

Kit (Martin Sheen) in his denim outfit, Terrence Malick’s movie Badlands (1973). 
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0069762/mediaindex (accessed 22 March 2019). 

 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.50.  

Charles (Arch Hall, Jr.)  in his denim outfit, James Landis’s movie The Sadist (1963). 
http://www.aintitcool.com/node/42889 (accessed 9 March 2018). 

 

 
Figure 3.51.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013),  
‘Modern Man (Folded Magazine)’. 

 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.52.  

Movie Poster, Oliver Stone’s Natural Born Killers (1994). 
https://www.ebay.com/itm/1994-Natural-Born-Killers-movie-promo-Woody-Harrelson-

photo-vintage-print-Ad-/113479779955 (accessed 21 March 2019). 
 

 
Figure 3.53.  

Mickey (Woody Harrelson) making his way onto the stage for his appearance on television in 
Oliver Stone’s Natural Born Killers (1994).  

http://www.alamy.com/stock-photo-natural-born-killers-mickey-und-mallory-sind-das-
berchtigtste-killer-114370046.html (accessed 20 February 2018). 

 



 

 

 
Figure 3.54.  

Movie poster, Oliver Stone’s Natural Born Killers (1994). 
https://www.filmonpaper.com/posters/natural-born-killers-one-sheet-styleb-usa/  

(accessed 20 February 2018). 
 

 
Figure 3.55.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013),  
‘What Happens After the Shot is Fired?’. 

 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.56.  

Versions of the meme ‘Shots fired!’. 
https://memecrunch.com/meme/179KI/shots-fired; 

https://memegenerator.net/instance/57315757/liam-neeson-taken-hello-operator-id-like-to-
report-shots-fired;  

https://memegenerator.net/instance/65324015/yoda-fired-shots-were  
(all accessed 22 March 2019). 

 

 
Figure 3.57.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Hood Ornament’. 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.58.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Zippo’. 
 
 

 
Figure 3.59.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013),  
‘A Crowd Gathers (Recto)’ (verso) and ‘A Crowd Gathers (Verso)’ (recto). 

 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.60.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Calendar Girl’. 
 
 

 
Figure 3.61.  

Movie poster showing students listening to their teacher (Glenn Ford),  
Richard Brook’s  Blackboard Jungle (1955). 

https://boogiechillen.wordpress.com/%E2%80%9Coh-daddio%E2%80%9D-how-blackboard-
jungle-changed-rock-roll/ (accessed 9 March 2018). 

 



 

 

 
Fig. 3.62.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Jackknife’. 
 
 

 
Figure 3.63.  

Movie poster showing student (Vic Morrow) threatening his teacher (Glenn Ford), Richard 
Brook’s Blackboard Jungle (1955).  

http://www.alamy.com/stock-photo-blackboard-jungle-movie-poster-124305344.html 
(accessed 9 March 2018). 

 



 

 

 
Figure 3.64.  

Classroom scene from Richard Brook’s movie Blackboard Jungle (1955). 
https://www.cliomuse.com/-blackboard-jungle.html (accessed 22 March 2019). 

 
 

 
Figure 3.65.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013),  
‘The Writing on the Wall’. 

 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.66.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Shit from Shinola’. 
 
 

 
Figure 3.67.  

Actor Sidney Poitier as Gregory W. Miller in Richard Brook’s movie Blackboard Jungle 
(1955). https://www.tumblr.com/tagged/blackboard-jungle (accessed 22 March 2019). 

 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.68.  

Actor James Dean as Jim Stark in Nicholas Ray’s Rebel Without a Cause (1956),  
movie poster.  

https://www.poster-rama.com/products/james-dean-rebel-without-a-cause-movie-still-poster 
(accessed 10 January 2019). 

 

 
Figure 3.69.  

Terrence Malick’s Badlands (1973), movie poster.  
https://eu.movieposter.com/poster/MPW-30111/Badlands.html (accessed 8 March 2018). 

 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.70.  

Actor James Dean as Jim Stark in Nicholas Ray’s movie Rebel Without a Cause (1956). 
http://www.navhindtimes.in/rebel-without-a-cause-coming-of-age/ (accessed 22 March 2019). 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
Figure 3.71.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘No Nothing’. 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.72.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Meyer Farm’. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3.73.  

Fire scene, Terrence Malick’s movie Badlands (1973). 
https://michaeljcinema.wordpress.com/2013/07/04/badlands-1973/ (accessed 8 March 2018). 

 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.74.  

Plato (Sal Mineo), Jim (James Dean), and Judy (Natalie Wood) hiding in a deserted mansion 
in Nicholas Ray’s movie Rebel Without a Cause (1956). 

http://thefineartdiner.blogspot.no/2011/11/james-dean-vs-charles-darwin-rebel.html  
(accessed 8 March 2018). 

 

 
Figure 3.75.  

Kit (Martin Sheen) and Holly (Sissy Spacek) hiding in a tree house in Terrence Malick’s 
movie Badlands (1973). https://michaeljcinema.wordpress.com/2013/07/04/badlands-1973/ 

(accessed 8 March 2018).  
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.76.  

Holly’s father (Warren Oates), the signpainter (recto), in Terrence Malick’s movie Badlands 
(1973). https://elanmorgan.com/blog/2008/2/8/a-complete-and-utter-spoiler-of-terrence-

malicks-1973-badlan.html (accessed 8 March 2018). 
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Figure 3.77.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013),  
‘Let’s All Go Out and Get a Steak’. 

 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.78.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Help (Gas Can)’. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3.79.  

Police car headlights in Nicholas Ray’s Rebel Without a Cause (1956), screenshot from video. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wBSEu6j27jo (accessed 8 March 2018). 

 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.80.  

Christian Patterson, Redheaded Peckerwood (London: MACK, 2013), ‘Headlights’.  
 

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3.81.  

Jim Stark (James Dean) in Nicholas Ray’s movie Rebel Without a Cause (1956). 
http://thefineartdiner.blogspot.no/2011/11/james-dean-vs-charles-darwin-rebel.html  

(accessed 8 March 2018). 
 



 

 

 
Figure 3.82.  

Kit (Martin Sheen) in Terrence Malick’s movie Badlands (1973). 
https://michaeljcinema.wordpress.com/2013/07/04/badlands-1973/ (accessed 8 March 2018). 

 

 
Figure 3.83.  

Leslie Benedict (Elizabeth Taylor) and Jett Rink (James Dean) in George Stevens’s movie 
Giant (1956), film still. H 

ttp://www.allocine.fr/film/fichefilm-29107/photos/detail/?cmediafile=18918757  
(accessed 8 March 2018). 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.1.  

James Van Der Zee, Family Portrait (1926) from Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: 
Reflections on Photography (London: Vintage Books, 2000), 44. 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 


