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“Tell all the Truth but tell it slant” Emily Dickinson 

1.1 Introduction of Intent 

My intention is to present the argument of the poetic nature and resonance 

within photography as a “phenomenological interrogation” (Cultural Reader 

2011) of spaces and objects, and how this can be conveyed to and 

comprehended by the viewer.  

My photography begins with a story. It is rooted in the desire to tell a 

story, in the concept that story-telling will have a cathartic1 effect on the 

listener that will widen their scope of experiences and understanding of 

themselves and the world around them. That the stories we hear, 

experience or witness will stay with us throughout our lives.  

 

Fig. 1: Harrop 2017. Pessoa, Myself and I 

 
1 “If you are moved by what you see and feel, chances are your images will move those who see them. The cynic in me 

(the commercial photographer part) says that if you don’t feel it, fake it. For artists unencumbered by the requirements of 
the client, or who are lucky enough to be hired because of their [possibly emotive] style, creating images that are 
representative of the aesthetic emotional experience is a goal that gives more back to the photographer than they pull 

from the subject in the first place. Hence, the potential catharsis of photography.” (Maltitz 2012) 
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In the single captured moment of time there exists the presence of the 

now. There are indexical references, the signs and simulacra of objects2 that 

are being represented within the frame, there is also what has been left out.  

The vision of the photograph is mine as the author of that moment, that 

“choice” (Berger 1967: 18), and it has come from me in the decision to 

capture this precise framing of time, this particular trace of light, but that 

the understanding of that same moment may belong to others, to the 

viewers, who are experiencing it3. 

The intention within and through my work is to create a discussion 

between the viewer and the photograph they are witnessing, and is what I 

could call a disturbance within.  

1.2 Critical Assumptions 

The literary and cultural theorist Roland Barthes “adapts the mythologies of 

structuralism and semiology” (Shawcross 2013: 114) to examine the signs5 

within a photography, that a photograph is made up of the signifier (object) 

and the signified (meaning). In Camera Lucida, Barthes introduced two 

distinct terms: the punctum which is juxtaposed with the stadium: “the 

former speaks of desire, the latter to interest” (Shawcross 2013: 126). My 

appreciation on this, and comparing it to a theatre analysis, it that the 

stadium is the consideration of what is being said in a line of text, the words 

as they are, while the punctum is what resonates within these same words. 

 
2 Rosalind Krauss in “Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in America” proposes that “Every photograph is the resu lt of 

physical imprint transferred by light reflections onto a sensitive surface/ The photograph is thus a type of icon, or visual 

likeness, which bears an indexical relationship to its object”. She goes on you say that “Its power is an index and its 
meaning resides in those modes of identification which are associated with the Imaginary” (Krauss 1977: 75). 

3 Berger introduces the idea of a dialectic discussion with the viewer in Understanding a Photograph, through the choices 

made by the photographer and its reception by the viewer: “Photographs bear witness to a human choice being exercised 

in a given situation. A photograph is a result of the photographer’s decision that it is worth recording that this particular 
event or this particular object has been seen.” (Berger 1967: 18) 

4 Fifty Key Writers on Photography (Shawcross 2013: 11) 

5 Roland Barthes used semiotics, the relationship between signs and their meaning, as a methodology for discussing the 

importance and reading of the photographic image. E.g. Understanding the difference between Icon, Index and Symbol 
within an image within “Music-Text-Image” 

6 Fifty Key Writers on Photography (Shawcross 2013: 12) 
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With the text, and a photograph, we are exploring more the effect it has 

upon ourselves, rather than the actual words that have been literally said7.  

 

Fig. 2: Stubbs Hughes 2020. 

 

For Susan Sontag, she speaks of the moment before and after of seeing 

the photographs from the concentration camps Bergen-Belsen and Dachau. 

"Nothing I have seen… ever cut me as sharply" (Sontag, 1997: 208). Mark 

Durden illuminates the background of Sontag in that she is analysing 

photography from a “modernist avant-garde tradition” (Durden, 20139) and 

that form and medium lends itself to mass-production and its 

commercialisation, which for her lessen its impact as a fine art. That 

through the overall production and continual barge upon our senses of 

images, we have become “image-junkies” (Sontag 1997: 2410). While I 

understand where Sontag is coming from, I feel that she revises some of 

 
7 For me, this is defined strongly through the ideas of Lacan’s “Mirror Stage” as the essential spilt of the self and how we 

act in life, and the differences between “locution”, the utterance of words as words themselves, and “illocution’, the act of 
speaking which has an intended action  

8 “[I can] divide my life into two parts, before I saw those photographs… and after…” On Photography (Sontag 1997: 20) 

9 Fifty Key Writers on Photography (Durden 2013: 214) 

10 On Photography, (Sontag 1997: 24) 
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this analysis later in her life: “Photography is, first of all, a way of seeing. It 

is not seeing itself” (Sontag, 200711).  

 

Fig. 3: Stubbs Hughes 2019. 

 

Sontag often wrote about the fact that photography was “a violation”; 

“imprisoning reality”; “participate in another person's mortality”; “a pseudo-

presence and a token of absence” (Sontag 1997: 12512), and while I 

consider these aspects to be inherent in the act of photography, they are 

not what underpins it. Her consideration that photography was “a way of 

seeing”, of witnessing a moment or event, allows for the critical analysis of 

a photograph not to be just about the final moment that has been captured 

within its frame, but one which one can see through “in fragments”; in that 

it “instructs us”; that is can show a past and present and that “the seeing… 

can never be completed”. That there can be “no final photograph” (Sontag, 

 
11 At the Same Time (Sontag 2007: 125) 

12 On Photography (Sontag 1997: 125) 
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200713). That all of this promotes to me the idea of a discussion between the 

photograph and the viewer.  

John Berger’s writing “hits you in the most intimate space and 

simultaneously throws you forward to claim the future” (Papastergiadis, 

2013: 4614). Berger’s writing and critical thinking were of seminal 

importance to me during my drama training in Manchester and Theatre MA 

at Goldsmiths College, and his analysis of photography is no less important. 

His collaboration with Mohr on A Fortunate Man was “a moving meditation 

on humanity, society and the value of healing.” (Francis 201715) that 

demonstrates the unification and power of both literary prose and 

photography to take us on an intimate portrayal of a man’s working life. 

 

Fig. 4: Stubbs Hughes 2019. 

 

 
13 At the Same Time (Sontag 2007: 125-127) 

14 Fifty Key Writers on Photography, (Papastergiadis 2013: 46) 

15 The Guardian online. “John Berger's A Fortunate Man: a masterpiece of witness” (Francis. 7 Feb 2017) 
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In the introduction of Ways of Seeing Berger proposes that “Seeing 

comes before words.” (Berger et al, 1972: 716) and while this may be true, I 

feel that what is important here is the analysis that photography “enables a 

space for reflection and introspection” (Papastergiadis 2013: 4717), and that 

this leads to “stimulate the human quest for self-understanding and 

freedom” (1993). Berger could see that photography had the ability to alter 

the perception of our self, that it could “both document what was real and 

create an image of what is possible” (Papastergiadis 2013: 4818).  

Within all of this critical analysis I am drawn to the possibility of change 

within the viewer. That the image, whether a staged reality or a chanced 

moment, whether contrived into existence by the photographer or 

developed through a chemical or photographic technique, has the power to 

influence and affect the perceived reality of the viewer, and adjust their own 

take on what they are experiencing and their understanding of the world.  

1.3 Context and Reflection 

My current practice, and personal project on the MA in Photography at 

Falmouth University is divided into 2 sections 

1.3.1 “remembrance through day-dreams” 

Inspired by the book The Poetics of Space by Gaston Bachelard, it is an 

exploration of the idea that the objects and places from your childhood 

remind you of your earlier self and identity within a poetic narrative, and 

that these memories and concepts of yourself are carried forward into your 

later life.  

1.3.2 “Pessoa. My-Self. I.” 

I am developing a one-man play that is about a man waiting in a room of a 

dead writer. Inspired by the writings of Fernando Pessoa, a man waits 

 
16 Ways of Seeing (Berger et al 1972: 7) 

17 Fifty Key Writers on Photography (Papastergiadis 2013: 47) 

18 Fifty Key Writers on Photography (Papastergiadis, 2013: 48) 
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discusses how the self is formed and created, and what questions we may 

have for someone is no longer there.  

 

Fig. 5: Pessoa My-Self. I. Photograph by Julia Stubbs Hughes. 

 

My background is as an actor and theatre director and I use the processes 

and analytical approaches of theatre-making within my artistic practices of 

photography. 

1.4 Working Process 

The photographer Alec Soth, remembers that as a young teenager when 

asked by his mother what he wanted to do when he grew up responded that 

to be happy was not the aim, but to leave a mark through being an artist 

(MN Original 201919). 

 
19 When asked by his mother when in 9th or 10th grade responded “The goal was not to be happy, I wanted to be an artist, 

I wanted to make something that would live on” (MN Original 2019: 30 seconds) 
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My photography practice to date has been a mixture of personal projects, 

small commissions, theatre rehearsal and performance photography, and a 

number of collaborative group exhibitions.  

My artistic process has always been about making connections to what I 

am reading, thinking and writing. It begins with this “arrest of 

interpretation20” (Barthes 1980: 106); that when something outside nudges 

the consciousness or subconscious into action and creates a connection 

between other ideas and thoughts. 

My photography is a mixture of the decisive moment as advocated by 

Henri Cartier Bresson21 to staged or staged creative moment. 

The poet Billy Collins in his Masterclass talks about that there is the 

“starting” subject within a poem, and the “discovery” you find along the 

way22. Similarly, photographer Alec Soth, in an interview with the Fraenkel 

Gallery, talks about the line breaks in poetry as the moment for the reader 

to “put themselves in there, to fill out the information, and create this little 

universe”23 (Soth 2019). He likens this access of the reader to those that 

look at photographs, and for him is a driving force in his relationship with 

photography and the viewer. Bill Dobbins describes Keith Carter’s work as 

“making photographs that address the relationship we have to our ideas of 

place, time, memory, desire, and regret”24 (Dobbins 2019). 

Jack Kerouac in the introduction to The Americans by Robert Frank, 

describes the photographic book as a “poem”, and that the photographs 

“don’t editorialize or criticize or say anything” (Kerouac 195925) but rather 

they be just themselves, photographs that we can look at, fall into as 

 
20 Camera Lucida (Barthes 1980: 106) 

21 The decisive moment “occurs when the visual and psychological elements of people in a real life scene spontaneously 

and briefly come together in perfect resonance to express the essence of that situation.” (Suler, 2013) 

22 Billy Collins Teaches Reading and Writing Poetry | MasterClass Official Trailer (40 seconds in) 

23 Video from Fraenkel Gallery “Alec Soth on Memory, Poetry and Photography” 

24 Keith Carter: Poet Of The Ordinary Life by Peter Dobbins 

25 Jack Kerouac in the 1959 introduction to The Americans by Robert Frank “What a poem this is, what poems can be 

written about this book…” 
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Frank’s book “liberated the photographic image from the compositional 

tidiness and emotional distance of his predecessors”26 (Gefter 2009: 12) 

1.5 Outcome and Audience 

Pessoa is a writer whose work I have become fascinated by, who at the end 

of his life, left 45,000 pages of unpublished work within a trunk at the end 

his bed. In Lisbon you can now visit a museum of the writer’s home where 

“you can see Fernando Pessoa’s documents and private library, his furniture 

and personal objects” (Casa Fernando Pessoa 2020).  

 

Fig. 6: Frade 2020. Fernando Pessoa's room 

 

I see the work being created into a photographic book and a theatre 

performance, as they are both entwinned through the writings and life of 

Pessoa and the possessions that you keep through your life, and which are 

left behind when you depart. My aim here, through splitting my final project 

 
26 “Photography After Frank” Essays by Philip Gefter, p12 
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into two parts, is to fully explore through photography, text and 

performance, the idea of self and identity.  

 

Fig. 7: Stubbs Hughes 2020 

 

Theatre for me began with the conversation that I had with the writer, 

but with photography I am finding that the conversation is with myself. 

What I feel is that I am developing of a new methodology and visual 

language, that combines these two distinct disciplines, towards the same 

aim: the exploration and observation of the world as I see it and how I 

relate to it.  

The processes of artists such as Sophie Calle, Katja Liebmann and Keith 

Carter are particularly relevant in how I am thinking about my work and the 

creation of its final presentation. Their experimentation, focus on the 

inherent narrative and story within their work, and their attention to the 

final experience of the viewer is of vital importance to and my own process.  
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Robert Lepage, a theatre practitioner who I hold to great esteem his 

process and artistic work is a source of inspiration: “More, more, more” may 

be something of a Lepage motto. His shows are famous for their multiple 

storylines, large casts, huge sets, and technical overload.” He goes onto 

explain his “vision of theatre is simply as a gathering place for telling 

stories: “I think theatre must be an event, an experience, not compete with 

cinema. When people are able to download stories on Netflix, you need to 

give them a good reason to jump into the car and drive two hours. It has to 

be something you can only see in the theatre, and it has to be worth it”” 

(Perkovic 2018). 

Recently I watched a short video that presented a photobook called “The 

Day-to-Day Life of Albert Hasting27”. The structure the book was very 

simple. Over a specific time period, the photographer Kaylynn Deveney28 

who took photographs of Albert Hastings going about his day. These images 

where then presented to Albert, who wrote short descriptions about the 

photographs. The final book is incredibly effective, on a personal and epic 

scale. It allows us, the viewer, access to Albert’s daily life and guides us 

through his present and past life. The photographer is a presence with 

process but who allows Albert to speak clearly about himself.  

  

 
27 Jorg Colberg talks about the photographic book on his YouTube Channel https://youtu.be/N7cUbTc-iGs  

28 Website of the photographer Kaylynn Deveney https://kaylynndeveney.com/the-day-to-day-life-of-albert-hastings  

https://youtu.be/N7cUbTc-iGs
https://kaylynndeveney.com/the-day-to-day-life-of-albert-hastings
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1.6 Conclusion 

“a photograph is a surface for feeling” (Muellner 2019: ix). 

 

Fig. 8: Stubbs Hughes 2020 

 

I believe in the power of photography to cause change and my intention 

to allow the viewer access through poetic narrative, story-telling and space 

to have a discussion with what they are witnessing.  

The aim of my work is to explore the poetic nature within specific 

moments, objects, and places, to create resonance within the internal 

narrative for the viewer. To create a dialectic discussion and a disturbance 

within. 
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Figure 2: Tim STUBBS HUGHES. 2020. Private Collection: Tim Stubbs 
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Figure 4: Tim STUBBS HUGHES. 2019. Private Collection: Tim Stubbs 
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Figure 5: Pessoa. My-self. I. Performer: Tim Stubbs Hughes. Director and 
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https://vlifenews.vilavitaparc.com/en/insider/a-world-of-dreams-casa-fernando-pessoa-lisbon
https://vlifenews.vilavitaparc.com/en/insider/a-world-of-dreams-casa-fernando-pessoa-lisbon
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