ElooksHOP

VEDERMI

Honoré de Balzac believed that all physical bodies were made up of skin-
like layers and that each time a photograph was taken it “captured”one of
such layers and, in doing so, deprived the body of part of its essence. Pho-
tography’s attitude to seize multiple levels of existence, which so much
frightened the realist writer, found an elective affinity with Claude Ca-
hun who writes about herself “under this mask, another mask. | will nev-
er be finished lifting off all these faces”” Clara Carpanini carefully apprais-
es Claude Cahun’s “invisible adventure” in this first Italian monograph on
the subject that deals with the biographical events as well as with the
gender issues raised by the daring work of this intriguing French pho-
tographer, writer, and poet. The well-chosen title of the book, To see my-
selfin the third person, is a quote from an artist whose imagination, as the
author remarks, “flows continuously from self-decentering to narcissis-
tic obsession” and produces a series of self-portraits especially meaning-
fulin light of the latest gender theories. Claude Cahun's research swings
around her own identity and its relationship to a body that is constant-
ly questioned, disarranged, multiplied and re-codified in a daring explo-
ration of those experimental identities (“To declare a state of perpetual
carnival!” claimed the artist) that photography makes possible. To Cahun,
photographic self-portraiture is the ideal medium to face “the drift of the
subject” and overcome the frustration engendered by a restrictive iden-
tity culture which coerces the artist into “offering nothing but that which
one has, that which one is”. Carpanini exactly circumstantiates Claude Ca-
hun's education detailing its literary and psychoanalytic influences, its
relationship with experimental theatre, and the artist’s affiliation with a
specific turn-of-the-century cultural milieu which advanced a new fe-
male model - the so called new woman - as well as the forming of les-
bian associations. All these experiences allowed the artist to escape from
what she defined the “symbolist prison” of her beginnings to approach
Breton's Surrealism, albeit with a certain consideration. This because, as
the author rightly remarks, if the Surrealists conceived of the woman “as
a receptacle for rather than an active subject of desire, Cahun was one of
the few who did not take upon herself the role of the muse”. If, on the one
hand, Cahun’s photographs cannot be dissociated from the Dadaist and
Surrealist avant-gardes which certainly bore an influence upon them, on
the other hand, she cannot be pigeonholed into these movements be-
cause she bodies forth her identity transgressions in private, with the
help of her lifelong partner, the stepsister Marcel Moore. So privately that
only a few photographs of hers will be published over her lifetime. Clara
Carpanini’s first book is grounded upon a close reading of Claude Cahun’s
literary production. Furthermore, it manages to piece together with rig-
or and clarity the best American and French scholarship on this “invisible”
protagonist of the 20" century and delivers us different keys for interpret-
ing an artist who keeps on revealing her many different faces.
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