
I

Tracing the Aesthetic Queerness of the Photographic 

Kwasi Ohene-Ayeh

  

I.

“We can talk about the queer identities of sitters in photo-

graphs without a word on the queerness or otherwise of the 

1)

In his keynote address at the African Modernism: Architecture 

of Independence photography exhibition organised by the 

was a sentiment critiquing remnants of what he terms the 

“cultural studies ethos” of African art and curating in present 

times – tracing back to the later decades of the twentieth 

century. While drawing our attention to the vital inroads made 

by this postcolonial wave of postmodernism, which, from an 

African perspective, essentially injected African subjectivity 

into the mainstream consciousness of world art, he also 

acknowledged the overdependence on identitarian politics or 

cultural markers, such as ethnicity, language, sexuality, etc., 

at the crux of Afropolitan advocacy and embedded in it all the 

way from the transnational and multiculturalist paradigms into 

that if this jettisoning of form qua form – hitherto perceived to 

be apolitical, or attributed to white male paternalism, elitism, 

and so on – in the postmodernist canon of the Africanist 

mainstream was necessary for emancipatory politics some 

decades ago, the same parameters cannot hold for an 

effective dismantling of empires of our time. As such the 

enactment of any reversal of the stultifying hold of imperialist 

and colonialist education in art would have to be done by 

raising questions anew about form in itself, which deals with 

more than the iconophilic, contextualist, and part-by-part 

analysis of works of art.2 

-

terminations into plasticity.3 Whether material/dematerialised, 

about the “situation of being”4 which opens up further 

interrogations concerning the sensed properties and qualities 

dwell mainly on what we can know about art (which is what 

takes us into the contemplative or expressionist status quo 

of the identities, moods, or feelings of represented subjects 

in photographs, for example), we can, as well, consider the 

existential preconditions, constraints, and contingencies 

thus draws our attention to the need for an ontological 

contradistinction to the hegemonic “cultural turn” – which is 

not pre-emptively dismissive of any category of criticism in 

the spirit of intellectual emancipation.5 

Shifting the context to Euro-American art history, the 

mid-century late modernist retroactive turn towards three-

sculpture,”6 is an example of such an attitude that transcends 

epistemic parameters. It was at this point that the hyper-
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II

experimental orientation of the so-called neo-avant-gardists 

(beginning with the minimalists, conceptualists, and pop 

modernism to regard, in pictorial terms, the rectangle not 

merely as an optical “neutral limit,” discriminating timeless 

form” that can be put into dynamic phenomenological 

contemplative hierarchies determined hitherto (in terms of 

colour, composition, shape, and surface); it can also assert its 

obdurate singularity in the theatre of co-presence, revealing 

contingencies between real time, space, the body, and more. 

the age-old art versus non-art conversation in criticism.7

One could say that the advent of photography always 

disturbed any neat and consistent conceptions of art. 

8 far 

anticipated this by giving us an early sense of how history, 

velocity, and expediency activate new situations and functions 

for any given still and/or moving picture,9 hence undermining 

classical notions of authenticity to open up new horizons 

extrapolated onto digital and virtual images in visual, gestural, 

into the fact that the mechanical transformation of the means 

of producing art affected not only the object of interest but 

also our thinking about art as well as about the apparatus of 

perception with which we access artistic experiences, thereby 

latency of artistic force in a work designed for reproducibility, 

according to this thesis, highlights an important distinction: 

the one between artistic images and ordinary images.10 

Artistic images are operations asserting the complex relations 

between different image-functions in the direction of freedom 

and independence11 (which is not the same as autonomy). 

produce resemblances12 – regardless of whether this is 

artistic image severs any deterministic relationship to an 

-

ties, which, in the early days, were certainly present but 

generally construed by elite culture as so-called cult value. 

here the symbolic veil that is used to sanitise any condition of 

artness (or queerness) – that is, to tame it from any surplus 

manifestations. And it is this repressive tendency that made 

the “decay of the aura” – a consequence of historical shifts in 

technological advancement – an ominous threat to art. 

In one sense this is what I mean by queerness. By always 

already undermining autonomy and purity, photography 

threatened the symbolic order of the representative regime 

of art organised by the logic of hierarchy13 with its essential 

condition), brought to the fore by polemics in its early days, 

is explicitly captured by Walter Benjamin when he states that 

nineteenth-century criticism had missed the point altogether 

by dwelling on whether photography was art or not. For 

Benjamin, the real question is “whether the invention of pho-

of art [in itself].”14

it necessary to ask new questions about what art is at that 

art is timelessly vital to its emancipatory power, regardless of 

which medium is utilised as the vanishing mediator via which 

this negotiation is to be conducted at any historical moment. 

Anything else amounts to a repression of the queering of 

artistic boundaries. And as Hal Foster reminds us, by way of 

psychoanalysis, these repressions have a way of penetrating 

traumatic or abject effects.15 

On the one hand the Benjaminian insight that the camera 

pierces into the deepest parts of our natural world to reveal 

things inaccessible to the eye could be said to constitute a 

much is evident to us. On the other hand, once a photograph 

(or image) is free to depart from its traditional function in 

service of verisimilitude or identity, an aesthetic operation 

may then be actualised making it possible to radically 

obliterate this task of resemblance, inevitably heightening the 

dialectical tension between “the idea of the image” and the 

“imaged matter”16 through a multiplicity of formal determina-

tions – pictorial, extra-pictorial, and non-pictorial alike. And 

even if we take documentary photography in its modest 

intentions to frame an actual object or a live event, it ends up 

even in its most realistic rendition.17

18 

In temporal terms aesthetic queerness is futural but remains 

immanent to the past and present. Distinguished by a 

is to say it stands as the “presence of an absence.”19 As 

paradoxically intimate with (or aware of) its own impotence 

unless realised by a will. Queerness, therefore, is “essentially 

about the rejection of a here and now and an insistence 

on potentiality or concrete possibility for another world.”20 It 

participates in the politics of alterity but exceeds it by positing 

a practical utopian world through desire. “We may never 

touch queerness,” Muñoz suggests, “but we can feel it as the 

warm illumination of a horizon imbued with potentiality.”21 His 

desire constitutes an interesting crucible through which to 

Fragile, which 

deals squarely with the ontological aesthetic thesis. 

“I [have] always understood photographs as objects, not just 

22

to the European neo-avant-gardes, complicates established 
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III

formats even further. His obdurate objects mobilise genres 

such as portraiture, still life, documentary, and abstraction, 

and objectness to contingent effects in his politically-motivat-

ed practice dating back to the late 1980s. For example, in the 

three-dimensional Lighter works (chromogenic colour prints 

framed in Plexiglas which he describes as “photographic 

paper sculptures”), the artist seems to be exploring the 

arbitrary nature of meaning with titular allusions to actual 

between literal object and depicted content is collapsed into 

an immanent singularity asserting its own agency through 

no hidden meaning beyond their shiny surface and shape 

but rather rely on the co-present relations formed in every 

artist has said of them that “the photograph here says: I do 

not represent anything. I only depict myself.”23

the attention given to the physical properties of chemicals 

used, and to the materiality of the photo papers and photo-

developing machines, buttresses the point about going before 

and beyond the subject matter. 

next point on the queer: I have talked about the condition of 

queerness in terms of indeterminacy and futural potentiality. 

I shall now introduce a third perspective of how an active 

queering of the image and/or the photographic form occurs in 

What I particularly consider to be aesthetic queerness in the 

other words, the attempt to make photography without the 

camera,24 inevitably intensifying the aforementioned dialecti-

cal tension between the immaterial form of the image and its 

imaged matter. In describing his chemograms – works such 

as Greifbar and Silver

intentions towards process, display strategy, and spectator-

the viewer even though these pictures were essentially made 

through the manipulation of light on paper. In this respect, 

their own reality, their creation and their time are absolutely 

important that they are photographic and not painted.”25 

both temporal and indeterminate dimensions of queerness in 

are 

photographic pictures and his recognition of an ambivalent 

excess in terms of their sensory qualities (in this case 

appearing painterly) could lead us to the argument that his 

image-objects become photographs – either because they 

acquire such properties through their means of production 

or simply based on nominalist terms (or both). Yet still, the 
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in the photographic form whose overlapping relations of 

emergence and withdrawal simultaneously take us within and 

at play here could render an image photographic and not. 

denotes an awareness of this tension. In this sense we could 

say that by departing from the conventional approach to 

photography his method of imaging emphasises what Muñoz 

has described as a rejection of the here and now and an 

insistence on potentiality or concrete possibility for another 

such as Truth Study Center – an ensemble of tables on 

which newspaper articles are mounted – and his foray into 

electronic music.26 

to the technique of queering the photographic image as “the 

process depicting itself.” In this sense one can extrapolate 

that the process also reveals things hitherto unexpected to 

the artist and they must be modest enough to learn from what 

is being, or has been, produced. If the process teaches then 

the artist also comes to inhabit an active spectatorial position. 

Formal plasticity, which takes us to the aforementioned “situ-

ation of being,” bears consequences not only for the relations 

between the artist and the physical or dematerialised art 

object but also for the work of art and the public. Such that, 

artistic process, an alternative pedagogic relationship may 

be invoked both in terms of the making process and the 

exhibitionary encounter.27

-

stream exhibition practices that privilege the human subject 

as the only one capable of bearing the contemplative gaze in 

a museum or gallery corroborates this egalitarian possibility 

someone so much as showing someone to something.”28 And 

the event of showing someone to something can happen as 

much in the studio, or places where art is produced, as it can 

in places of spectating (sometimes the two are the same). 

creating photography. 

III.

Finally, the ontological approach to form, i.e. formal plasticity, 

possesses crucial consequences as far as the notion of 

change in art is concerned. We have seen its implications 

beyond structural determinations – for example with Benjamin 

in the sense that approaching form from this perspective 

transforms not only the structure of what is perceived as art 

but also the cognitive conditions under which the conception 

of art is itself formulated, which inadvertently carries 

situates it in this domain. Plasticity reckons that form is at one 

and the same time process, object, and condition of under-

standing.29 Plasticity means that form possesses the ability 

to receive form, create form (also in the self-transformational 

exercise the powers to invent nor to erase what has been 

received.30 

the question of what art is as much as what it can do, in 

addition to what it may mean or represent on account of its 
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uniqueness on the one hand and its universality on the other 

hand. It allows us to create new freedoms and adventures for 

art by coming to terms with its historical contingency as well 

present in the ontological aesthetic thesis. If the queer image 

is transgressive and messianic, it is not totally elusive. In the 

dynamics between what is known and what is unknown, it 

occupies the regions of “what we do not know that we know” 

(“unknown knowns”31) in relationship to “what we know that 

we do not want to know” (suppressed knowledge) latent in 

this is also why the perpetual propensity for the eruption of 

aesthetic queerness is all the more promised. 
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