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Scholarly Introduction to Behind the Image: Reflections on Memory, Grief, and Identity 
 

 
Behind the Image: Reflections on Memory, Grief, and Identity is a book that interrogates 

how we engage with and are shaped by loss, focusing on photographic affect as a site of the 

activation of grief. The work, an auto-theoretical essay combining narrative and critical forms, 

considers the role of personal family photographs in evoking memories that ultimately inform 

self-knowledge. Produced as an active memory exercise, Behind the Image reinforces 

remembering as a narrative gesture and grief work as a process of hyper-remembering, only to 

then reconsider it as a heightened act of retelling, of endlessly rearranging signs to produce a 

meaningful continuity to one’s relationship with the absent body. In doing so, it proposes to 

rethink grief as a network of intensifications and associations, where the grieving subject copes 

with the resonance of loss by pondering, speculating, inquiring, and imagining in response not 

just to photographs but also to passing modes of attention, sensitive points, and encounters with 

the material world. In a way, it is not only a book about grief work and its strange interactions 

with photography, but rather an ode to this quasi-magical interplay.  

 Photographs have long been studied within the framework of family albums, often 

scrutinized as cultural products and upholders of conventional familial ideologies.1 Since the 

advent of George Eastman’s Kodak No. 1 and its subsequent Brownie Camera made 

photography technically and economically accessible to amateurs towards the end of the 

nineteenth century, photographing has permeated family life.2 According to scholar Marianne 

 
1 Catherine Zuromskis, Snapshot Photography: The Lives of Images (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
2013), see esp. chap. 1, “Intimate Exposures”; Marianne Hirsch, Family Frames: Photography, Narrative, 
and Postmemory (1997; reis., Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012); Patricia Holland, introduction 
to Family Snaps: The Meaning of Domestic Photography, eds. Jo Spence and Patricia Holland (London: 
Virago Press, 1991), 1-13.  
2 Don Slater, “Consuming Kodak,” in Family Snaps: The Meaning of Domestic Photography, ed. Jo 
Spence and Patricia Holland (London: Virago Press, 1991), 49-59. See also Philip Stokes, “The Family 
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Hirsch, “photography quickly became the family’s primary instrument of self-knowledge and 

representation.”3 But while it promoted an impulse to record disguised as “unfettered by style or 

convention of any kind,” critics have found it difficult to separate family photographs from the 

“commercially manufactured sentimentality” that shaped them.4 Scholars like Catherine 

Zuromskis and Don Slater argue that Kodak’s marketing strategy—with its slogans, detailed user 

manual, and advertising that focused on particular subjects, “above all holidays and young 

family, especially children”—helped commodify domestic life.5 It turned the family photograph 

into a “vehicle for the dissemination and perpetuation of hegemonic familial norms,” setting 

prescriptive cultural standards for the ideal family life.6 By the end of the twentieth century, 

“recording an event” within the family was “part of that event—and perhaps the most important 

part.7 For critics like Patricia Holland and Marianne Hirsch family photographs, far from being 

objective records of personal family history, instead became instruments to sustain a dreamed-up 

cohesion of the family group. They were, above all, a part of broader, more collective narratives 

about tradition, culture, community, and nation.8 It was against this background that their work 

focused on analyzing artists and writers that have attempted “to use the very instruments of 

ideology, the camera, the album, and the familial gaze as modes of questioning, resistance, and 

contestation.”9 Yet, however cynical these scholars are about family photographs’ authenticity, 

what they all seem to recognize is that both family ties and the past play a crucial role in 

 
Photograph Album: So Great a Cloud of Witness,” in The Portrait in Photography, ed. Graham Clarke 
(London, Reaktion Books, 1992), 192-205.  
3 Hirsch, Family Frames, 6. 
4 Zuromskis, Snapshot Photography, 9;10. 
5 Slater, “Consuming Kodak,” 57. 
6 Zuromskis, Snapshot Photography, 6. 
7 Holland, Family Snaps, 2. 
8 Holland, Family Snaps, 3. 
9 Hirsch, Family Frames, 7.  
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constructing one’s sense of identity, and family photographs are gateways to unraveling this 

process. 

Behind the Image turns to family photographs of the self not to challenge the hegemonic 

family ideology, but instead to focus on them as important subjects/objects of study that may 

produce valuable understandings of the self in the face of grief. Functioning under the premise 

that we use images “to make our selves,” as cultural historian Annette Kuhn argues, and 

“[re]construct our own histories through memory,” Behind the Image navigates the gap between 

the grieving I that writes and looks at the pictures of past selves—“the textual self produced in 

the work”— and the sometimes colliding I that is written about and I that is looked at.10 In this 

exploration, the writer’s memory fuses with theoretical discourses on photography’s relationship 

with time.  

The first part of the book engages Roland Barthes’s theory of photography’s noeme, 

‘that-has-been.’ For Barthes, the “photographic referent” is “not the optionally real thing to 

which an image or sign refers but the necessarily real thing which has been placed before the 

lens, without which there would be no photograph.”11 In the context of my project, I cannot deny 

that the pictured self has been there, for, following Barthes’s theory, “every photograph is a 

certificate of presence,” “an emanation of past reality: a magic.”12 It is the accentuation of this 

noeme (‘that-has-been’) that marks in the photograph a sensitive point that pierces me, what 

Barthes calls a kind of “punctum, which is no longer of form but of intensity, [that] is Time.”13 

The project tackles this temporal affect not by scrutinizing a photograph of the recently deceased 

 
10 Annette Kuhn, Family Secrets: Acts of Memory and Imagination, New ed., (London: Verso, 2002), 
46;151. 
11 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, trans. Richard Howard (1981; reis., 
London: Vintage Classics, 2020), 91-92. 
12 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 105;107. 
13 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 115. 
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person, as Barthes does with a photograph of his mother, but by dwelling on a photograph of 

oneself taken by the one who is now gone. In other words, I look at a photograph of myself, the 

one who has lost and is now grieving. Alongside Barthes’s propositions, the book employs Susan 

Sontag’s theories of the photograph’s status as memento mori and as innately surreal by virtue of 

its unique relationship with time. Photographs freeze moments, contradicting the flow of life; it 

is their resulting “irrefutable pathos as a message from time past” that makes them surreal.14 

Time itself is what is “most brutally moving, irrational, unassimilable, mysterious,” revealing, by 

means of having passed, that the pictured body, although technically still alive, is partly also 

already dead.15 There is a loss of the self-in-relation-to-the-absent-body that accompanies every 

loss of a loved one. In this case, that self is concretized in the image, taken by the departed 

father. 

Energized by the intellectual and emotional fruits of this affective viewing, the second 

part of the investigation delves deeper into the interpersonal dynamics involved in the making 

and reading of photographs. It turns its focus on a childhood photograph traversed by what 

Marianne Hirsch calls “‘familial looks’ that both create and consolidate the familial relations 

among the individuals involved, fostering an unmistakable sense of mutual recognition.”16 The 

private nature of this relay of looks explains why the eyes in the photographs contained in this 

book are kept visually concealed. The photographs are shared with the readers as records but 

withheld as invitations into this intimate network. For the writerly I, finding and reading this 

image and recognizing oneself in it is not only an innermost experience, but also an example of 

what Hirsch terms “acts of identity as familiality.”17 Acts that embrace “the ways in which the 

 
14 Sontag, On Photography (1973; reis., New York: RosettaBooks LLC, 2005), E-book edition, 42. 
15 Sontag, On Photography, 41. 
16 Hirsch, Family Frames, 2. 
17 Hirsch, Family Frames, 2. 
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individual subject is constituted in the space of the family through looking.”18 By centering on 

the fixed look of an always already past self, I recognize the defining quality of the mutual look 

of recognition between the now dead photographer (my father) and its subject (me), and the more 

important exchanged look between the pictured self and my present self—that is to say, between 

the other/self, who houses the lost being, and oneself. In doing so, I explore why the act of 

looking at family photographs—which is “an act of recognition of the past,” as Patricia Holland 

says—is so poignant for the viewing, grieving subject.19 

Alongside this process, Behind the Image suggests a common grieving subjectivity, 

where more than causing pain, grief transforms notions of identity, selfhood, and self-

representation. As the text uncovers new layers of grief, the urge to inquire becomes more 

incessant. By the third and last part of the book, the work reveals itself as what Annette Kuhn 

defines as a “memory text,” “cultural productions across a range of media, which (…) are in 

effect secondary revisions of the source materials of memory.”20 By definition, these works use 

personal memories and its photographic pretexts as the raw material of their examination, 

dealing directly with “how we use these relics [the photographs] to make memories, and how we 

then make use of the stories they generate to give deeper meaning to, and if necessary to change, 

our lives today.”21 Hence, as an exercise deeply embedded in my active process of remembering, 

Behind the Image is as much about its form as it is about its content, for its development is 

considered “a moment in the production of self” in itself.22 More than the stories I formulate, 

which are inevitably subjective and open-ended, it is the use of the photographs and the methods 

 
18 Hirsch, Family Frames, 9. 
19 Holland, Family Snaps, 1. 
20 Kuhn, Family Secrets, 5. 
21 Kuhn, Family Secrets, 158. 
22 Kuhn, Family Secrets, 22. 
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of association for arriving at specific understandings that resonate with the reader—methods of 

digging into the always already mediated past and rearranging signs. 

Kuhn agrees that photographs are evidence, but she does not mean it in Barthes’s terms of 

the photograph’s noeme ‘that-has-been,’ instead she means “simply that a photograph can be 

material for interpretation—evidence in that sense: to be solved, like a riddle; read and decoded, 

like clues left behind at the scene of a crime.”23 It is perhaps in this terms that family 

photographs function as a “medium of communication;” a thought proposed by sociologist 

Richard Chalfen and rethought by scholar Martha Langford.24 For Langford, the meaning of 

photographs lies in this “discursive spirit,” an ethos that is extended to the textual and visual 

nature of this work.25 “The accumulation of photographic moments does not replace memory; 

rather, it overburdens recall with visual data that explodes in the retelling,” says Langford.26 The 

photographic moment itself is transient like speech, and its arrangement “within a mnemonic 

system that leaves no tangible inscription has something to say about the nature of photography, 

its relationship to memory and language.”27 Photographs are “invitations to re-enactment,” they 

“cover themselves again and again in fresh recollection. They are revisionist by nature.”28 They 

hold a vital function in the present that, according to Jacques Rancière, belongs “entirely to the 

realm of rhetoric. It is only there that images suffice as evidence. Elsewhere, they merely show, 

 
23 Kuhn, Family Secrets, 13. 
24 Richard Chalfen, Turning Leaves: The Photograph Collections of Two Japanese American Families 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1991), 5, quoted in Martha Langford, Suspended 
Conversations: The Afterlife of Memory in Photographic Albums, 2nd ed., (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 2021), 4. 
25 Martha Langford, Suspended Conversations: The Afterlife of Memory in Photographic Albums, 2nd ed., 
(Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2021), 199. 
26 Langford, Suspended Conversations, 21. 
27 Langford, Suspended Conversations, 199. 
28 Langford, Suspended Conversations, 200. 
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merely provide a record for prosperity.”29 Although photographs fix the present, they also set free 

its meaning in the future, pushing it beyond what is visible.   

As both a story and a history, however personal, Behind the Image rearranges signs, more 

so than actions, through what Rancière would describe as “the Romantic poetics that constantly 

convert the significant into the insignificant and the insignificant into the significant.”30 The 

writerly I takes on the role of Rancière’s new historian, who must construct history by constantly 

“transforming monuments into documents and documents into monuments”31 Monuments being 

“that which preserves memory through its very being, that which speaks directly, through the fact 

that it was not intended to speak,” and documents meaning “the text on paper intentionally 

written to make a memory official.”32 On the one hand, a photograph is a document, “writing 

with light” that makes its subject memorable.33 On the other hand, it also “talks without words,” 

always pointing away from what it shows.34 Following Barthes’s logic, its “testimony bears not 

on the object but on time.”35 To put it another way, photographs are monuments to time, and its 

fellow companions: absence, memory, and loss.36 At its core, Behind the Image reckons with this 

duplicity by both respecting images as emanations of the photographic referent and 

acknowledging that one can only enter into conversation with them by “delving beneath what the 

words say and dredging up what they say without thinking, what they say as monuments, as 

 
29 Jacques Rancière, Figures of History, trans. Julie Rose (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2014), 4. See 
particularly part one, “The Unforgettable,” 1-58.  
30 Rancière, Figures of History, 24. 
31 Rancière, Figures of History, 24.  
32 Rancière, Figures of History, 22. 
33 Rancière, Figures of History, 15. 
34 Rancière, Figures of History, 22. See also Kuhn, Family Secrets, 13.  
35 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 107. 
36 Langford calls the photographic album “a monument to memory.” Langford, Suspended Conversations, 
198. 



 8 

opposed to what they say intentionally.”37 Because it is there, outside the frame, outside the 

pixels, in encountering the viewer, where photographs truly gain meaning. The images transition 

from their motionless, flat state into a moving, fluid narrative in the act of viewing.  

Being a “memory text,” Behind the Image “offers a route to a critical consciousness that 

embraces the heart as well as the intellect, one that resonates, in feelings and thinking ways, 

across the individual and the collective, the personal and the political.”38 Although situated far 

from more public histories, it weaves the psychic and the social by proposing a shared grieving 

subjectivity. It uses analytical procedures to elevate the status of everyday knowledge, including 

affect, to that of “formal” bodies of knowledge, suggesting grief work’s capacity to produce 

idiosyncratic perceptions of the world that are deeply powerful.39 Thus, the personal reading of 

the photographs in Behind the Image both responds to and “shows that understanding may be 

gained by routes other than that of intellectual detachment.”40 It celebrates the value of delving 

into intuition and emotion, and consolidating, “in a sort of bricolage of fragmented 

consciousness, a body of knowledge and way of thinking that spring not from something 

imposed from outside but from what is rooted within.”41 This equal consideration for emotional 

insight and theory positions the book among a body of work that mends “the breach between 

ways of knowing and bodies of knowledge that in our culture are split off from one another.”42  

 
37 Rancière, “The Unforgettable,” 23. 
38 Kuhn, Family Secrets, 9. 
39 I encountered the term grief work in Kuhn’s Family Secrets; but for reference, The American 
Psychology Association defines grief work as “the theoretical process through which bereaved people 
gradually reduce or transform their emotional connection to the person who has died and thereby refocus 
appropriately on their own ongoing lives.” “APA Dictionary of Psychology,” American Psychology 
Association, accessed April 14, 2023, https://dictionary.apa.org/grief-work. 
40 Kuhn, Family Secrets, 45. 
41 Kuhn, Family Secrets, 120. 
42 Kuhn, Family Secrets, 121. 
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As a montage of anecdotes, theoretical encounters, and proposed possibilities driven by a 

compulsion to understand what it feels like to live grieving, Behind the Image is a text without 

boundaries. The story it carves out of memory has no true endpoint, for “that would suggest there 

is some fixed ‘truth’ of past events,” or for that matter, of memory and grief.43 Instead, through 

open reflection, inquiry, and speculation—and its corresponding wide margins in the page—it 

invites the reader to engage and add to it, to complement or even challenge what is said. The text 

itself embraces its own tensions and contradictions, and it is not afraid to do so. This impulse, in 

addition to its discursive nature and its merge of narrative and critical analysis, responds to the 

overlapping subjective and collective qualities of grief, understood in this work as a heightened 

act of retelling. Although the text is multidirectional and fragmented into sections, “the timeless 

quality of memory texts; their extreme investment in place, in the scene of memory; their 

repetitive, formulaic, quality; their characteristic emotional tone—all these things add up to an 

impetus toward fusion, not fragmentation.”44 This impetus reflects grief work’s urge to 

rationalize the unthinkable into a convincing explanation, to regain a sense of control after facing 

death—an impetus towards a fusion that is nevertheless always in flux. 

By being unpredictable, existing in the threshold of feeling, and privileging hybrid, 

cyclical, and interminable writing, Behind the Image is perhaps also what Hélèn Cixous calls 

écriture fémenine. “A feminine textual body,” Cixous says, “is recognized by the fact that it is 

always endless, without ending: there’s no closure, it doesn’t stop…”45 Instead, “a feminine text 

goes on and on and at a certain moment the volume comes to an end but the writing continues 

 
43 Kuhn, Family Secrets, 158. 
44 Kuhn, Family Secrets, 167-168. 
45 Hélène Cixous, “Castration or Decapitation?” trans. Annette Kuhn, Signs 7, no. 1 (1981): 53, accessed 
March 15, 2023, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3173505. 
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and for the reader this means being thrust into a void”46 It “starts on all sides at once,” working 

“on the beginning but not on the origin.”47 The anecdotes in this text are meant to be entryways 

to the body of work. They are simultaneously a product of and a response to the theoretical 

reflections accompanying them. They are both integrated and isolated, thus “giving, making a 

gift of, departure, allowing departure, allowing breaks, “parts,” partings, separations…”48 The 

text is also “very close to the voice, very close to the flesh of language,” which allows it to be 

tactile, to touch and fuse into the reader.49 Cixous says of this type of texts, that their movement 

“doesn’t trace a straight line” but rather is an “outpouring” that “disgorges,” “overflows,” and 

“does not withhold”— “it’s like a kind of open memory that ceaselessly makes way.”50 How else 

could a text on grief be? How could it be unidirectional with a clear trajectory from origin to end 

if grief is a multidirectional, multidimensional, never-ending process?  

There is yet another dual paradox in this book. As “memory work,” Behind the Image is 

inherently ephemeral, as transient as the moments captured in the photographs it holds and the 

memories it retells, for “why should a moment be recorded, if not for its evanescence?”51 “The 

photograph’s [and the testimony’s] seizing of a moment always, even in that very moment, 

anticipates, assumes, loss.”52 Yet, the urge to tell and repeatedly re-examine the memories in this 

book, “has about it the air of a wish to forestall, even evade, death.”53 Its materiality reinforces 

this wish of permanence. As a tangible object, the book—although small, borrowing the intimate 

4x6 conventional format of prints—takes up space in the world. It wishes to be privately held, 

 
46 Cixous, “Castration or Decapitation?” 53.  
47 Cixous, “Castration or Decapitation?” 53. 
48 Cixous, “Castration or Decapitation?” 53. 
49 Cixous, “Castration or Decapitation?” 54. 
50 Cixous, “Castration or Decapitation?” 54. 
51 Kuhn, Family Secrets, 49. 
52 Kuhn, Family Secrets, 49. 
53 Kuhn, Family Secrets, 166. 
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carried, consumed, and intervened at the viewer’s pace and discretion, providing a sense of 

palpable comfort for its readers. Its materiality is also suggestive of the physical world’s, and 

within it photography’s, affirmative capacity to trace and stand in for what is absent. However, 

by seeking a corporeality that may outlive the human life span, it embraces, paradoxically, its 

potential to age, transform, and even to disappear; that is, to die.  

Behind the Image, situated at the intersection of experimental literary modes and artistic 

practices focusing on the tentative documentary role of photography as a framing device, 

contextualizes grief around a particular attention to the status of fact and fiction, evidence and 

narration. It is the beginning of an open-ended inquiry that seeks to transcend the pages in which 

it lives by asking its readers: What are the material dimensions and temporalities caught up in the 

affective capacity of family photographs to heighten grief? How does something come to be 

proof of loss and absence? To what extent is the memory of the lost being reliable despite its 

modes of production? How does the past linger in the material present? How is grief experienced 

in the so-called ‘real’ world? And like the photograph, “to show what it is evidence of,” Behind 

the Image: Reflections on Memory, Grief, and Identity, must also “point you away from itself.”54 

By showing how “we once were,” constructing our selves through photographs that to a great 

extent owe their mystical properties to their material, temporal, and scarce quality, the work lays 

a foundation to think critically about photographic affect today.55 Without saying it explicitly, the 

project points at what might have been gained or lost in our immediately accessible, shared, and 

oversaturated repertoires of family photographs and self-portraits. The question that will remain 

pending is if today’s photographs will touch us and speak to us in the future like those from the 

 
54 Kuhn, Family Secrets, 13. 
55 Kuhn believes that “family photographs are supposed to show us not so much that we were once there, 
as how we once were.” They point away from themselves by evoking memories that “might have little or 
nothing to do with what is actually in the picture.” Kuhn, Family Secrets, 13. 
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past. Perhaps in this sense, this book is not only an ode but also a eulogy to the quasi-magical 

interplay between grief work and photography. 
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