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ABSTRACT 

This the sis explores autobiographical practices and their relationship to 
autofiction, by focusing on practices of identity construction and artistic 
performan'ce, as weIl as identity construction through performance. Emphasis is 
given to the ways gender and sexuality enter inta, and shape, these practices by 
examining, in particular, the way they are expressed in Diana Thorneycroft's 
photographie performances. Chapter 1 discusses the history and key debates in 
autobiography theory, the ways gender has been introduced into the analysis of 
autobiography, and non-literary forms of autobiography. Chapter 1 also briefly 
discusses the (Western) history of art by women. Chapter 2 examines 
Thorneycroft's oeuvre and selected responses to it. Chapter 3 presents an analysis 
of autofictional practices through an examination ofThorneycroft's photographie 
self-portraits, thereby questioning the distinctions between autobiography and 
autofiction and suggesting that there is considerable overlap in their ddinition. 
The Conclusion briefly discusses agency in relation to autofictional (self-making) 
practices. 

REStTME 

Cette thèse explore les pratiques autobiographiques et leur rapport a\'ec 
l'autofiction, en se concentrant sur les pratiques de construction d'identit~ et sur la 
performance artistique, de même que la construction d'identité' à trareTS la 
performance. L'accent est mis sur les façons dont le sexe et la sexualité- entrent 
dans, et forme, ces pratiques en examinant, en particulier, la manière qu'ils sont 
exprim~s dans les performances photographiquC's de Diana Thorneycrofi, 
Chapitre 1 discute l'histoire et les débats clé's dans la th~orie d'autobiographie, les 
façons dont le sexe a été' introduit dans l'analyse de l'autobiographie, et les formes 
non-litté'raires d'autobiographie. Chapitre 1 discute ~gakment, mais brièvement, 
l'histoire (occidentale) de l'art des femmes. Chapitre 2 examine l'oeuvre, et des 
critiques, de Thorneycroft. Chapitre 3 présente une analyse des pratiques 
d'autofiction en examinant les autoportraits photographiques de Thorneycroft, 
questionnant de cette façon les distinctions entre l'autobiographie et l'autofiction, 
suggé'rant de ce fait qu'il y a un chevauchement considé'rable dans leur définition. 
La Conclusion discute brièvement l'agent(e) par rapport aux pratiques 
d'autofiction. 
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"VVhat 1 want, in short, is that my (mobile) image, btif!eœd among a thousand shijiing photographs, 
altering with situation and age, shou/d always coincide with my (prrifound) 'selj'; but it is the contrary that 

must be said: 'myselj' never coincides with my image;Jor it is the image which is he(]1Jy, motionless, 
stubbom (which is why society sustains it), and 'myselj' which is light, divided dispersed. " 

Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, 1981:12 

"17ze eruptions qf the semiotic signal the eruption qf the inational, that which must be suppressed in order 
Jor the sulject to imagine itself as coherent, unified, autonomous. Because the self is a fiction sustained by 

the very practices qf representation, its fictiveness can be glimpsed in the shadows qf the semiotic, in the 
gaps, in nonsense, in puns, in pleasurable rhythms, al! qf which eruptftom the unconscious (or 

preconscious) to disrupt meaning." 

Sidonie Smith & Julia Watson, Women, Autobiography, Theory, 1998:19-20 

"Only a very limited number qf sulijects h(]1Je been considered appropriate Jor 'art'; the Test fol! into the 
realms qf,Jor example, 'primitive'Jetishes, low popular culturaljo17ns or obscenity. "Ina! is, th{Y become 

the ma~rjnali<:.ed, urifTamed 'othCl' to elite art. " 

Marsha Meskimmon, The Art of Reflection, 1996:4 
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!:'\TR< )!H'CTI<):,\ 

Thi~ th('si~ examines autohiographieal pra(ti('('~ thmllgh ;In allah~i~ ()r ~('If~ 
p()rtrait~ pmdllced \)('t\\een 1 qB9 and :WO() hy (:anadian arti~t 1 )iana 

Thorneycroli. :\Iy intcrcst lies in the practicallil1!distillcti()]) that ('xish \)('t\\(·(']) 

"autobiography" and "autofiction," particularly with regard to the perf()rmative 

nature of each modality. The status of autobiography as vnifiably distinct l'rom 

fiction has long been debated (cf. Pascal 1960; Olney 1980; Eakin 19c)c)). 

Autobiography is generally understood as a truthful retrospective narrati\T \\Titten 

by and about the author. Autofiction, on the other hand, presently enjoying 

rennvt>d intnest in academia (cf. Parachute no. 105), is dcfincd as an 

autobiographical text containing "textual markers that signal a dt>liberate, olkn 

ironie, interplay" between fact and fiction (Smith & \\'atson 2001: 18b). As 

opposed to autofiction, autobiography often involves fictional tactics, yct tht>y are 

generally not made apparent. As material for a case study that attempts to 

explore the (dis)similarities and (in)distinctions bct"een thesc t\H) approaches to, 

or categories of, life narrative, Thorneycroft's work provides an ideal analytical 

resource, since it is typically regarded and labellcd as autobiography, \\hile thcre 

are markers - both within the photographs themselves and in the artist's 

accompanying statements - that likewise emphasize a certain "Iictionally-inspired" 

quality of pnformance, creativity and imagination. In what fc)lIo\\'s, performance 

as a practice within both art and identity will be examined through Thorncycrofi's 

photographie performances of self, in an attempt to further intcrrogatc and 

illuminate the close and complex relationships that exist bet\\'een perf()f[llanCC, 

identity and art production. l Though analysis of these interconnections promises 

to yield a fascinating body of research, it has, as yct, bccn relatively undcr-

cxplorcd. Thcre arc, however, some notable exceptions that alludc to thes!' 

intercol!l!ectiol!s, namel)', \York donc b)' Canadian scl!o!ars Susalllla Egall (19~)~)). 

1 Amt'liaJoIlcs has persllasi\"t'h argued that artists. in the 1 ~)(i()s. \\"('IT an carly site of "the 
ellH'rgt'IHT of the performatiYity of slIbjectivity" (1998:6:h Through pcr!<JrInan('(' art. anists 
ellactcd and crcatcd identitit's for themselvt's. Tht'ir art production il 'fil the produnion of Sl'I\"I'S. of 
idcntitics. 1 discuss the rdationship 1)('1\\'e('n idcntity. perf<Jrrnancc. and art produnion in grcaln 
dt'lail in Ihe coming chaplcrs. Ho\\'C\Tr. for further discu,,,ion of Ihis rclalionship sec .\rnclia 
Joncs' Bud)' .lJl/Pnjiml/illi', Ihe SI/bjeel (1991\:. Sidonie Smilh andJulia \\'alson also c"plo!'e Ihis 
relationship in Iheir edited yolume IIIIf/(m'f,\: Il iJ/llf/l ... ll1llih/l~!{/(/fih]'. III/ai{!. PO/fmI/mI(( '2()()2. 



Oli,·in .\~~clill <llld.Jol1allllc Lalll(ll1ITl1\: 2()()2a. 2()()2b . a~ \\1'11 a~ Hel('ll L,(, alld 

Knri Sakamoto 2()()2. 

THE SELF .\S OTHER 

The "cunning dis~ociatioll ofcomciouslH'ss from idcntity" or the adn'Ilt 

of the self as other - is just one of the social effects of photographs, and 

particularly of photographie self-portraits, that continues to eoncern 

photographers, art critics and historians, and theorists of visual eulture (Barthes 

1981: 12). Photographie self-portraits re-present the self as other. \Vhik ail 

photographs are copies of originals, representations of things that hal'e been, a 

portrait represents an image of a person that is other, that is wholly separate l'rom 

the individual photographed. As biographical representations, photographie 

portraits are intrinsically bounel up with notions of identity and eonseiousness; 

they speak about who the person represented \vas and what they may have been 

like. Self:'portraits, then, are informative, not only to the viewing audience, but 

also to the person representee!; for instance, the individual depieted gains a 

glimpse into how he or she may be (or may have been) viewed by others. Thus, 

along with shaping and forming part of the memories we colleet, photographie 

self-portraits inform our consciousness and influence the way we think about 

ourselves. 

Identity, or a coherent self~ can be understood as a continuity of memorics 

(Locke 2000; Cheetham 1991).2 A relatively eontinuous set of memories over time 

is the central "critcrion" for the constitution of a person's identity (P~jman 

2000:433). Reliance on material continuity is problematic. This problem is 

exemplified in the case of a canoe that has one pieee of wood replaced each year, 

su ch that eventually every pieee has been replacee!. \Voule! wc not say this is the 

same canoe, though it lacks material continuity? vVe would and do spcak this \\·a)': 

and lhis j~lcl supports lhe daim lhal \\T canllol appcallo l!Je cOlllillllily oCa 

matnial body to establish idcntity. Cases ofmemory loss or dcterioration help to 

unckrstane! how memories cstablish the continuity of personhood. of idcntity. For 

~ Identity is Ilot undcrstood her\' in tht' strong philosophical sense of:\ = .\. Rathn. 1 alll rcfnring 
to Ill(' notion ofpnsonal idcntil\. ofth(' conlinllil\ ofa sllbject o\'n tinl('. 



(''(ampk. amnesiacs ael like difkrClll. 11<'\1. people: they do not ha\!' the mntillllit\ 
, , , 

of Il1clllorics necessary to Illaintain t1l<'ir prior idt'ntity. 

Idcntity. then. is signillcantly altnnl in ;1 time \lhell llwmory 1)('«(jI1H'~ 

ll10re a burden of representation than a bllrdclI of the mimI. Photograph, and 

home videos, for example, can do the work of recording and remembering family 

gatherings, personal milestones, or other, often transient, life events. In a culture 

increasingly characterized by mediation, identity and memory (and consequently 

one's biography) are constituted and re-eonstituted through representation. Sinee 

memory-work is accomplished, at least in part, hy media (for examplc, family 

photo albums), and sinee our identities are tied up in, and informed hy thcsc 

memories, our identities are intrinsically bouml up with these representations of 

"self' as they appear in various media, and are shaped by the "supplemental" 

biographieal information they provide. A pcrson's photographie portrait, then, 

can be conceptualized as part ofhis or her prost he tic biography - a biography 

that is neither completely separa te from, nor complctdy part of~ that indi\'idual as 

subject (cf. Lury 1998; Asselin & Lamoureux 2002a). Although one's biography (in 

highly mediated societies/ contexts) is intimately linked to and, indeed, reeonkd in 

media, the source ofthese representations (or copies) is always the pnson about 

whom they speak (the original). Thus, the biography cannot be said tn constitute 

part of the person, but it can neither be entirely scparatecl l'rom him or hcr. 

The photograph's ability to "fix" (that is, to freeze a moment in tinw) 

creates a "Ioop" in which a new incli\'idual l'an cmcrge (Lury 1998). Though this 

daim seems counterintuitive, it is fitting ironc conccptualizes the photograph as 

part of a feeclback loop. The photograph as inf()rmation, as a representation, 

informs, and, in sorne cases, deeply affects the person \'iewing it. \Vith self­

portraits, the image informs our sense of self and incvitably changes the \\ay \\'c 

thillk ahuut uurselvl's. Fur instance, \"hat is \,it·\\("(! as ail 1I1111allcring !>()/'lnlit 

ma)" influence someone to embark upon an exercisc rt'gime or to stop \\caring the 

colour ycllo\\'. It may also open one's eyes to a:-;pccts of the self one had nc\"{'f 

pre\'iollsly considercd, for instance. a photograph in \\hieh one appears 

androp;ynolls. The process ofrc-constitllting Ire-building! the sclffrom oI1c's sclf:' 



images suggcSls lhe possibility thal idt'Iltity is Il()t ()Illy plastic. but alsu aC<Juirt'd 

i cr. Assclin & Lamoureux 2002a, l'ha lis. \\hi Il' idelll i l y. 1 willg malleablc alld 

variable. is cvidcntly nol stable. it ('an abo 1)(' mort' radically ulldnst()od as Iwing 

(al Icast partly) aCCJuired lhrough imaginati\'c, clTali\c rdkction inspircd b) 

representations of oneself. While such imaginings can be considered wholly new, 

they, in turn, are incorporated into one's self-identity, one's ongoing, processual 

autobiography. One's autobiography ma)' thercforC' come to include elements of 

fiction, and, by extension, ma)', in fact, bC' considned an autofiction: the self may 

be an other. This notion of dual selves, of double consciousness, is discussed in 

greater detail in Chapter 1. There, l provicle a case study of autofictional practices 

drawing on Diana Thorneycroft's self.portraits. 

AUTOFlCTION 

Autofictions, according to literary studies. arC' works in \· ... hich "authors 

create new personalities and identities for themsclves. ",hile at the same time 

maintaining their real identity" (Asselin & Lamoureux 2002a: Il). Asselin and 

Lamoureux note that artists themselves, by making their own lives the subject of 

their work, have" [become] one of the privileged models of the practice of 

autofiction" (Ibid: 13). Canadian artist Diana Thorneycroft (1956-) is just su ch a 

practitioner, using her life and body as the sut~j('ct of her photographs. Employing 

her body as an artistic motif, she re-constructs, rC'-tashions and re-imagines herself 

(and, indeed, herselz:es). Her self-portraits are often considered autobiographical, 

but insofar as autofiction has been ddined as a \\ay oftransforming, shaping, and 

re-fashioning the self, might it not be of added bcnefit. or sim ply more appropriate 

or precise, to describe Thorneycroft's works. rather. as autofictional prostheses? 

Perceptual prostheses, such as photographs. enablc an individual to experiment 

with his or her identity, to "[dissociatt'l l'rom his or her biography consclousness 

alld III l'Ill 0 ries ... [and] acq uirc a jJro.lthetic lIuto / l)ù)/!,IflP/~y or biographies. of his or 

her o\\'n choosing" (Lury 1998:85. italies in ori,[ônal '. 'l'hus. this kincl of prosthetic 

cultural production has implications f()r the study of idcntily: in bet. it nccessitates 

IH'\\ conceptions ofidentity. 

4 



The area ofmTrlap l)('t\\('('11 <lutolictioll and prostlwtic biography \\illl)(' 

disclissed in Chaplcrs ~ and :3 throllgh ,111 eX<llllillati()n ()f Diana ThorIwycr()ft"s 

sclr-portraits_ The dt'sirc for self-creati()n. a desniptor of alltofiction. is mirrored 

in the ]Jossessi\"(' indi\'idualism of prosthctic cult ure. The concept of prosthetie 

culture (discussed in Chapters 2 and 3) is theorized by Celia Lury as one in which: 

[The] individual passes beyond the mirror stage of self-knowledge, of 
reflection of self, into that of self-extension.... The prosthesis - and it may 
be perceptual or mechanical - is what makes this self-extension possible. 
In adopting/adapting a prosthesis, the person creates (or is created by) a 
self-identity that is no longer defined by the edict '1 think, therefore 1 am; 
rather, he or she is constituted in the relation '1 can, therefore 1 am'. In 
the mediated extension of capability that ensues, the relations between 
consciousness, memory and the body that had defined the possessive 
individual as a legal personality are expcrimentally dis- and re-assembled 
(1998:3). 

Possessive individualism is the notion that in a "liberal democratic 

[society] ... identity is constituted as a property," it is "free, self-determining and 

self-responsible" (Lury 1998: 1). That is, one's idmtity is not predetermined at 

birth: it can be (within some constraints) manipulated and altered to better suit 

one's life circumstances and aspirations. As 1 will demonstrate, Thorneycroft uses 

memories in combination with her imagination in precisely this manner, as a way 

of re-imagining the self and of creating new selves, for instance, by "redra\,ving 

[the] lines ofsexual difference" as they pertain to her specifically (and ultimately. 

as they pertain to the viewing audience and thcir own perceptions of self) (Ibid: 5 ). 

This re-drawing oflines and pushing ofboundaries is characteristic of prosthetic 

biography, as 1 will discuss in more detail below. Furthermore, and in relation to 

contemporary art, Asselin and Lamoureux suggest that autofiction - "ce type 

d'extension comportementale" - is a key charaeteristic oftwentieth-century art 

(2002: 14). This thesis will argue that autofictional practices, such as prosthetic 

biography (a biography that is perf()rmatin', rnanipulated), are central to 

Thorneycroft's photographie self-portraiture. Furthermore, it is essential to 

recognize that autofictional practiccs arc instances of autobiographical agel1cy. 

The pcrfùrmati\"(' potential of autobiogTaphies. through autofiction. has important 



~iiiii];('al~()iis 1~1I: ;11(];\,;(llIals ;111(1 ;(Icnl;l;(,\ lhal kl\T h;"ior;('ally 1)('('11 mar,l(;na];/I'c!. 

oppr('~~('d or silcn('cd. as 1 \\il! arguc in Chaptn~ ~ and :). 

1)).\:'\,\ THOR:\"EYCROFT 

Chaptn ~ prm'idcs a gcneral O\'Cr\'ic\\ ofThorneycroft's \\'ork and 

discusses the critieal responses it has reeeivcd. Nonetheless, the eurrent section 

serves to provide sorne introductory remarks on her work in advance ofChapter 

l, "vhich reviews the literature on autobiography theory. 

ln an attempt to gather my thoughts as 1 began this projeet, 1 reflected on 

thf' many articles, books, and catalogues that cliscuss Diana Thorneyeroft's 

photography. Her work has received such a "vielf' array of responses and 

intf'rpretations, and is discussed in connection \\'ith sueh a variety of thf'orctical 

perspectives, that 1 was initially overwhelmf'd by what appeared to be an 

insurmountable synthesis project. For instance, her photographs have becn 

discussed along Freudian and feminist lines of thought (particularly with respect to 

the questioning of gender constructs, sexual idl'ntity, and patriarchy), in terms of 

the mind/body binary, and with regard to the distinctions between faet and 

fiction, history and memory, reality and fantasy. Despite the variety in 

approaches and rf'adings, 1 oftf'n found each intcrpretation valid, or at least 

compl'lling in somC' way. Though most would agrf'f', there is no one "correct" 

intf'rprf'tation of any artistic work. Diana Thorneycroft's work is particularly rich 

and easily allows for multiplf' interprf'tations. 1 have come to believe that this 

quality her \\'ork prC'cluding any singular interprC'tation, permitting no mC'ta­

theoretical explanation - is the most valuablf' aspect ofher artistic production. 

But perhaps 1 am stating the obvious. It is difficult l'nough to agree on the 

meaning of a single photograph, let alone endeavour to interpret a body of work 

or an exhibition as a , ... hole. NC'verthelf'ss, the polysemie naturf' ofThorneycroft's 

phutogT<lph:s, and her attelltion, both implil"it alld OYCn, to this very quality. is 

ke\, 

Pn'sl'nting hersl'lf in contradictory, perplcxing, and provocative ways li)r 

her audience, Thorncycroft ilH'f'stigates the construction ofher idl'ntity through 

her photographs. In her sclf-portraits. she undcrscorcs the multiplicity of 



sclfl100d. "hich is cxaccrbatcd in highl)' l11<'diat('(L postlllodnn socicties. l 

Though ('ntainly no singular sclfevcr cxisted, tl](' clcctronic Illedia of 

cOllllllunication han' c!carly contributcd t() the Illultiplication of!l](' sclL The Lwt 

that Thurncycroft uses photographs - a \,isual tracc uLm ncnt plucked out olïh 

particular spatio-temporal history and inserted into a process of reproduction and 

repetition - makes this point ever more literaI and emphatic. Photographs do not 

represent reality; instead, they are a trace skimmed off of reality, but with much 

subtracted from the reality to which they refer (or refèrred) (Cartwright & Sturken 

2001). As such, photographs are unable represmt the "real" self~ but may be 

understood as amounting to the sum-total "image" of our self at a particlIlar 

moment in spatio-temporal history as captured on film. \V riting in the 1920s, 

Kracaller stated that "the photograph annihilates thf' person by portraying him or 

hf'r, and were person and portrayal to convergf', the person ",.ould ccase to exist" 

(1995:57). In a period wh en people are so heavily documented (con\'f'rtcd into 

information) and our images becoming progressively more archivcd, is Kracaller's 

pronouncement cause for concern? Are we approaching a stage in v .. hich 

rl'presentations and reproductions of self portend the complete obliteration of the 

individual? As 1 will argue, Diana Thorneycroft's photography ofTf'rs valllable 

insight into this question. 

Though Thorneycroft's photographs transgrf'ss boundarics and question 

identity, thcse interrogations do not f'xhallst the significancc of or meanings 

inherent to her work. In an)' case, considering the scope of her \'isual production, 

it will hf' impossible to sum up in this analysis everything that is of interesl. 1 will, 

hmvever, attempt to demonstrate the greatbreadth of intf'rpretation h('[ vmrk 

allows for, and make note ofits wide range ofapplicability. \\'hat 1 hopc will 

become clear is that Thorne)'croft's work is vaillable in perhaps the l)Cst \\'a)' art 

call be, by having rekvallct' for ail groups ofpc()pk, l'roIll artisls alld <lcadclIlics 10 

i To ela\)oralC funhcL as :\lark Poster has argucd (1995.,. "nc\\' communicatiolls tcchllologies forrn 
subjccts as ·unstablc. multiplc, and diffuse." \\,ith a rc\'ollitionan flllidit\ ofidcntit,··qt<1. in Smith 
and \\'atson 1998:'10). Smith and \Yatson add. "as wc arc dr,I\\'I1 litrthcr into lcchnology. \\'(' mm 
find ourscl\'cs rc\'ising our notions of thc autobiographic,t1 subject and of narrati\'it\ its(,If' r/hidl, 

7 



the la: public. One need not !Je educatee! in art and it~ hi~t()ry to makI' ~CIN' or 

her \\ork or to fine! something ofsignificanc(' in it li)}, onese!r. 

Thorneycroft's \york is abo valuabk l)('(all~(, olïb imm('a~urabk dcpth. 

First, this depth derives l'rom Thorncycrolt's 0\\11 attempt to probe the deC)wst 

parts of her psyche. Second, it results from the dense layering of meaning in her 

photographs, each of which are rich in detail, due to both the quality of the prints 

and great number of props used in her images. Third, the photographs themselves 

cxudc a tangible denseness and depth commcnsuratc ,·vith the artist's 

photographie technique; unlike the vast majority of conventional photographs, 

Thorneycroft compresses several seconds, and in sorne cases minutes, into a single 

photograph. Her lighting technique requires that the shuttcr be locked open in 

orcier to capture the image. Thus, she unsettles the notion that photographs arc 

traces c1eaved from reality that could otherwisc not have been seen with the naked 

eye: hers are the compression of entire events·· history is literally condensed into 

a single photographie image. 

The majority of reviewers contend that the acsthetic beauty of 

Thorneycroft's photographs stands in sharp contradiction to the ugly events 

depicted therein. By situating viewers in front of talmo scenarios and unpleasant 

events, which are photographically beautiful nonetheless, Thorneycrolt 

emphasizes the in-betweenness of judgments; that it is much more reasonabk to 

conceive of opinions, identifications, and judgnwnts as dialectic rathfT than 

binaristic. Fact and fiction cannot be easily placcd into separatr, opposing 

categories. Autobiography and autofiction might therefore be more rcasonably 

conceptualized as existing on a continuum, as connected by "and" rather th an 

"or". In keeping with this continuum, Thorneycroft ncither tries to replace one 

representation with another, nor have them rxist sicle-by-sicle as mutually­

exclusive opposites; illstead ofdellying masculillity ill favour ofandrogYIlY, fc:>r 

instance, she affirms both. 

Having consideree! what Thorneycroft\ photographs oller, in tCflns or 

pro\'icling an' css to extreme ckpth of signification. as \\TII as a mcans of shaking 

li)) prescribed binaries, it remains to \)(' askcd: \\hat do Thorneycrolfs 



photographs zuanI (cL :\litclH'1I 1 <)<)(),? Pcrhaps. as :\Iitchcll ('o!wlu<!ed. they simply 

\\'ant to he (Isker!. They \\ant to he asked I)l'cause the \'ie\\cr. bv posing questions. 

cmbarks upon a pwn'ss of rdlcction that cann()! help but lo()p \);\('k upon itselL 

becoming redirected back to the \'iC\\Tr's sclr-identity~ inciting rurthcr questioning 

into her/his own identity construction and stability. It is impossible to look at 

Thorneycroft's photographs without being shakcn, disturbed, or moved in some 

way; they do not dissolve into tht' background of the gallery \vall, and there are 

none without apunctum (cL Barthes 1(81).! Just as one wants to look away and 

move on, one is at the samt' time captivated bl' ht'r images and the process of 

questioning begins again; she does not allow her audience to rcmain idle. And in 

being moved, her audienct' members also change. While attention is called to the 

idleness of the gaze, the activitl' ofidentity is omnipresent. One cannot be found 

without the other, as is the case with fact and fiction, memory and history, self and 

other. 

The richness ofThorneycroft's photographs, exteneling bel'ond Lacanian, 

Surrealist, mythological or dream interpretation, causes the photographs to linger 

in one's memory and incorporate themselves into one's own self-fashioning - the 

key ingredients of which are memory and imagination. Thorneycroft's lighting 

technique, which reveals and conct'als aspects of her performance, It'avt's much to 

the imagination. Imagination is not only necessary to fill in that which is missing 

from her photographs, but also to incorporate them into onc's o\\'n identity. 

Thorneycroft's aflirmation of the importance of memory, without elenying 

its tenuousness, provides a frt'sh and welcomt' view in a worlel dominatt'd by 

empiricism and positive scienct'. Though her work often appears clark or 

tormented, my opinion is that it is ultimately optimistic. First of ail, nothing in her 

work seems terminal; life and redcmption can always he fmllld. Second, instead 

of deIlyiIlg or rejeniIlg ally DIlt' thing, or ('OIllTIH, in favour ur anutlwr, that 

"something e1se" is concomitantly affirmed. For example ~ f(>mininity is not 

cancellecl, negated or substitutcd, but, rather, androgyny is afTinncd alongside il. 

-l The pune/wl/ is the poignal1l ekmel1l of a photograph that "riscs l'rom the S(TIlC. shoots out of it 
like an arrow. and pit'r('('s" ! Bartlws 19B 1 :26). 



In th;" \\'ay. (,()11<'l'pts art' PI'1'I11;tlt,(1 l() ('()l!;t!('. (!;\;(L :111(1 !~ISt'. Lill I]('\t'I' \:lj>()r;/('. 

Critics and audi('nces alike ha\"(> cause to ('elebratt' thl' opcning Ujl and r('directi()1l 

of mcaning \\·ith respect to art. identity. and \·ie\\ crship that Diana Thorneycrofïs 

photographs accomplish so slIcccssflllly. 

AUDIENCE RESPONSE 

T 0 make sense of why Thorneycroft would choose to depict herse!f in such 

ways (erotically, sado-masochistically, transgendered, and so on), her audience 

inevitably feels compelled to account for her motives, to give explanation to her 

photographs. An attempt is made to reconcile "Diana Thorneycroft: the artist" 

and "Diana Thorneycroft: the image." The drive to find a certain reciprocity or 

link, indef'd to force a connection between su~jects and their representations, is 

powerful. But what if a connection does not exist, or what if there are multiple 

connections? Thorneycroft's audience is called upon to engage intersubjectively 

with the artist herself and with her work; viewers are motivated to bring their own 

biographif's (pnceptions, biases, intt"lIectual capital, etc.) into contact with her 

work, to interface the two and draw out meaning, making personally re!t"vant 

interpretations based on their mm subjectivity. In so doing, Diana Thorneycroft's 

photographs further underscore the dilliculties faced in attempting to reconcile 

subjects (or o~jects) with their representations. Hel' photographs emphasize tht" 

fact that su ch connections art" often made by way of the imagination. Her 

photographs do not recount a coherent story or a single life. Rather, they tt"11 

stories about fictional selves she has lashioned from an amalgamation of memory 

and imagination, with the aim of exploring her identity. Hel' audience, in turn, is 

forced to use their own memories and imaginations to come to grips with the 

images being considered, thus motivating acknowledgement of the fact that 

images and the subjects/ o~jects they rl'present are entirely separate. 

Intersubjecti .... it y and the nat ure uf rl'presentatiun arc the rI' fore dearly 

central to Thonwycroft's work. and will also he t"xamincd in this pf(~jcct in 

connt"ction \\"ith the key conct"pt:; discusst"d aoO\-e. The relationship bct\H'en 

mt"mof)', identity, and imagination. and the relatcc\ (in)distinction bet\\'ccn f~tct 
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and fiction \lilllw cxplorcd in tCrlns ofho\l thl'~(' interconnections arc ('onfi'ontl'd. 

graspcd. and intcgratcd via audiencl' rCspOJ1Se. 

SElT,(; .\:,1) SELF-K:'\O\\U":j)(;E 

That \"ision and kno\\"lcdgc. ~('eing and knO\\'ing, arc intert\\'incd is hardI: 

an original statement. Nevertheless, this eonnection remains one of great 

importance sinee the nature of knmdedgc is, in dTeet, the nature of what we 

generally pern'ive as reality, and raises sorne provoeative questions eoncerning 

self-knowledge and its relation to "visible" reality, faets, and the nature of truth. 

As a discursive formation, photography and photographs have been discussed at 

length in this regard. As Celia Lury has notl'd, "vision and self-knowledge have 

bec orne inextricably and productively intertwined in modern Euro-American 

soeieties; photography ... thus ofTers one way into an exploration of the historically 

specifie and dynamic relations between sl'eing and knowing" (1998:2). That is, 

photography has taught ways of st'eing that have, in turn, afTeeted how wc see 

oursclves, and th us how we understand ourselves. To the great delight of 

advertisers, photographie portraits invite one to "beeome what you are" (Ibid:4). 

Therefore, the self-understanding one draws from a photographie portrait 

possesses a distinct clement of performativity, of acting in sueh a way as to "live up 

to" one's image. As opposed to rl'presentations that aim to look like the subjl'cts 

or objeets that they represent, contemporary subjects are motivated to 

retroactively "match" the previously recorded image. This retrodictivc prophecy 

is a key aspect of the contemporary image (Lury 1998) and, indeed, the source of 

much ofits pO\ver. It allows a sul~ject to work with his or her present image, 

through pose, for example, to write the past as he or she hopes it will bt' later 

eonstrued- in efTeet, aetively manipulating orie's biography, perfeeting one's past. 

The likeness captured in a photograph is fixed through an odd mixture of 

lemporalitics. Thal is 10 say, Ollt' atlt'lnpts to bulh write and right the past by 

constructing an image of the past-pcrfectcd ('that which has bet'n'), ,vhilc one 

simultaneously fashions a future-perfl'cted image of oneself ('that which \\'ill han> 

becn'). This pcculiar collision of past and fllture in the present creates ,,"hat Lury 

rails a loop in time (1998). "'l'he lonp is absolutely central to the photograph's 

Il 



ill\"itation to the ohscnTr to 'hcCOITlt' \\"hat yOll arc': it i~ the ph()t()graph'~ 

distinctin' contribution to the cmcrgencc of the potcntial of the ('xpcrill1el1tal 

i ndi\"id ual" (lbid:B'j). Photographs do not onl) exist as the source or or ~tillllllllS 

f()r, self-undcrstanding or self-improvemcnt (dcpcnding on )Ollr point of\"ie\\, 

from which a "newly self-possessed individual may emerge," but are themselves 

also manipulated relics (Ibid). Photography thus plays a curiously complicated role 

in self-knowledge, serving as an important reminder that the information value of 

a photograph must always be questioned. With regard to the age of photography, 

Kracaut'r said tht' following: "Never before has an agt' bt'en so informed about 

itself, ifbeing informed means having an image of objects that resemble them in a 

photographie sense" (1995:58). And he contin lied, "Nevcr ht'fore has a pt'riod 

known so little about itself' (Ibid). Ifwe take Kracauer's pronouncement seriously, 

alongside the arguments presented thus far, it stands to reason that a discussion of 

photographic work must address the construction of our 0\\"11 identities, along \-"ith 

what roles we play, both overtly and inadvertently, in this construction. 

The following three chapters, in general, explore autobiographical 

practices and their relationship to autofiction by focusing on practices of identity 

construction and artistic performance, as weil as identity construction thmugh 

performance. l emphasize the ways in which gender and sexuality t'nter into, and 

shape, these practices by examining, in particular, the '.vay they are problematized 

through Thorneycroft's photographic performances. Chapter 1 prO\·idcs an 

overview of the history and key debates in autobiography theory, along with a 

discussion that deals with non-literary forms of autobiography and the ways in 

which gender has been introduced into the analysis of autobiography. Chapter 1 

also briefly discusses the history of art by women. Chapter 2 examines 

Thorneycroft's oeuvre and selected responses tn il. Chapter 3 presents an analysis 

of au tofictional practices through an examinatioll of ThorJwycroft':,; photographie 

self-portraits, thereby questioning the distinctions bet\\Ten alltobiography and 

alltofiction and suggesting that there is considerable O\'erlap in (heir dt'finition. 

FinaIly, l conclude with a discussion of agency in relation (0 autofictional i self:· 

making) practices. 
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CHAPTER 1: ALTOBIOGRAPHICAL PRACTICES. CE:\"DER 1\:\"J) .\RT 

HISTORY 

': 411/(}bir~!!,l"IljJhi((/ll1arm/iol1 veginl ü 'i /h all/ne sia. IInd 01/( l' /Jr;i!,liII. /hr'jirZ!!,lI/l'II/II!J 1I11/llic li/.\ 1I/III'f/iri!r 
in/mrll's. Ali<'/" aIl. /hi' narra/or is both the sllme IInrlnot /he \11/111' I/j /hl' flII/obiogmphl'l. IInd/hl' /limll/O} 

is both the saille and not the same as the subject qf narratio/l. . \lureoL'er, thae are IIWI1)' sturies tu VI' tuM 
and many dijJerent and divergent storytelling occasions tha! calljor andjorth contextualfy marked and 

sometimes radicalfy divelgent naJTati~'es qf identiry. " 

Sidonie Smith, "PClfinmativiry, Autobiographical Practice, Resistance," f 1995) 1998:109 

The 20th century saw a vogue in autobiography (Robin in Asselin & 

Lamoureux 2002b). Various sorts of autobiographical texts emcrged because of 

an individualist turn and the concurrent privatization of memory. As Georges 

Gusdorf and others have argued, autobiography is a genre that "is not possible in 

a culturallandscape where consciousness of self <loes not, properly speaking, exist" 

(1956:30). A sense of individualism, or the notion of the singularity of the 

individual, is necessary in order to reflect upon OI1("S past and to produce an 

account of the self. This consciousness arose in particular Western societies, 

beginning in the Enlightenment period. The privatization of memory was also 

necessary as a condition for autobiography to emerge as a dominant literary farm. 

Memory, which has predominantly been transmitted orally through communities, 

has, over the last two centuries, been increasingly recorded (often solitarily! in 

various media: diaries, newspapers, photo albums. weblogs, and so on. 

The notion of individualism as necessary for the emergence, and later 

study of, autobiography has been criticized by f('minist critics (Friedman 1998). 

For instance, the concept marginalizes minority identities in that it does not 

recognize that self-understanding and self-creation are fundamentally difTerent for 

identities which are defined in relation to the dominant sul~ject (man, white, 

heterosexual, and Christian). Furthermore, indi\'idualism does not propcrly 

acknowledge how identity can be relational or emlwdded in collective or group 

identity. The attention given to individualism in the study of autobiography not 

only reflects privilege but has also led to man)' autobiographies being cxcludcd 

l'rom the canon (Ibid). 
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This cxclu~i()n. hO\\T\Tr. has also !cd to productiv(' illter\Tntion~ in the 

practiccs ofself-makin[; and <llltobio[;raphy. "By illmrporatillg hitlwrto lInspokcn 

kmale expcricncc in tellin[; their o\\'n stories. \\()IIH'n IT\i~('d the content and 

purposcs of autobiography and insistcd on altcrnati\l' storie~" \Smith & \\'atson 

1998:5-6). For instance, as Sidonie Smith andJulia Watson discuss in Reading 

AutobiograPhy (2001), if one considers the various forms of life narratives produced 

by people who have historically been marginalized in literaI)' circles, over 50 

genres of autobiographical text exist outside the normative mode!. These include 

slave narratives and genealogies, but also more recently developcd forms such as 

the biomythography proposed by Audre Lorde (1982). Biomythography is a text 

that "signal[s] how the re-creation ofmeaning in one's lij{> is invested in writing 

that renegotiates cultural invisibility" (Smith & Watson 2001: 190). For Lorde 

writing one's autobiography is about imagining one's 'mythic seW as it relates to 

its 'mythic community' of other similarly culturally invisible identities, in her case, 

lesbian women. Diana Thorneycroft's work also pro\'idcs an intervention into the 

usual understanding of autobiographical texts as 1 discuss in Chapters 2 and 3. 

The proliferation oj~ and recognition of, alternative forms of 

autobiography, as weIl as the questioning of the uscfulncss of the term 

"autobiography", has emerged in response to critics' and autobiographers' 

frustration with the dominant form. That is, many people do not recognize 

themselves in the traditional autobiographical subject (the prominent, public, 

usually male, individual) or cannot tell their lives through the traditional 

autobiographical form (the chronological re-telling of one's life through the events 

that led to one's greatness). The sense of not recognizing oneself in cultural 

representations has been thcorized as double consciousncss (Du Bois 2002). The 

selfis not one. Then' is the self as defined by the culturally dominant group, and 

the self as difTercnt from lhis prescription. One is a!\\(l)'s !ooking al OIlC:idf as 

through the other's eyes. Diana Thorneycroft explores this rclationship in her 

fàmily self-portraits as 1 discuss in Chapter 2 (s('(' Plates l, 2 and 6). 
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THE F\C:TS .y,\) FIC:TIO'\S OF Al ~rOBIO(;R.\PHY 

f:lisaheth \YctttT\\'ald has ddined alltobiography as a p;cnre in \\hich "the 

<lllthor trics to impart a coherent image ofhill1- or lH'rsclfby establishing a pact 

\\ith the rrader l,one llndcrtakcs to tell the truth, the other to bcliC\T it,'" \~O()~:B 1 : 

cf. Lejeune 1975). But as we know, storytelling always involves a degree of 

adaptation (for example, to the medium or the audience). Régine Robin 

commented in a similar way that writers (and artists) no longer maintain, if they 

ever did, a strict pact with autobiography, in retelling they also remodel (Asselin & 

Lamoureux 2002b). In her book Le Golem de récriture. De l'autrifiction au cybersoi 

(1997), Robin traces the development of autofiction beginning from the early 20"1 

century. She argues that in autobiographies writers imagine who they are, who 

they are not, what they would like to be, and what they should have been. The 

product of this contemplation is a text that is a hybrid between biography and 

fiction. A difTicult question surfaces here. Is a tt'xt fiction because parts of it 

cannot be otherwise denied? Or is it fàctual bec au se parts of it are 'true' to 

reality? Robin condudes that "l'écriture finit par se prendre elle-même comme 

référent" (Robin in Asselin & Lamoureux 2002b: 1 09). But does this mean that 

autobiography is obsolete? Should we more precisely speak of autofiction? \Vhat 

quotit'nt of truth is necessary to speak of autobiography? The following section 

takes up these questions, which have come to trouble autobiography theory. 

Current theories have exploded the concept of autobiography (Robin in 

Asselin & Lamoureux 2002b). However, Robin maintains that the genre has not 

been destroyed as a result of the fragmentation and dispersion of identity in 

postmodernity. Increasingly, autobiographical texts no longer maintain the 

concepts of fantasy and reality, reality and fiction, true and false in mutually 

exclusivc catcgories (Ibid). "Ali sorts of cases exist where the border bet\"'(Tn truc 

and [aise is unckar," and this blurring urIines opens up the genre to nn,' 

possibilitics (Asselin & Lamoureux 2002a: 1 1). For Asselin and Lamoureux, as 

opposed to Robin, this suggests that "autofiction ... is the genre of genres" (Ibid). 

l'hus, f()r them it is more reasonable to speak or autofiction. Is autofiction a 

subcatcgory of autobiography or is it a more appropriatc term for the genre itselr! 
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1 \IiI! comc to tbis question at the conclusion or (bis projcct. 

ln the ('ontext orpostrnodernity it is C,LS) (() St'!' \\11\' autoficti()n has 

n Tci\'cd J't'nc\led in (crest in acadcrnia and \lh) tilt' ,l(t'lllT of au !obio,l(ra pl1\ 

propcr has bccn <ju('stioned. As Simon Blackburn dclines it) postJl10dcrllÎSIll is a 

sceptical stance which "refus[es] any concepts of ohjectivity, reality, and truth" 

(1996:295). In its poststructuralist form it denies "any fixed meaning, or any 

correspondence between language and the world, or any fixed reality or truth or 

fact to be the object of enquiry" (Ibid). Clearly, postmodern theory poses troubling 

questions for autobiography; a genre which has gcncrally speaking b('('n tak('n as 

factual, as tdling an objectivdy v('rifiabl(' story about its author. \Vhile cri tics of a 

hardlin(' postmodern viewpoint have noted that although th('re can be no correct 

version ofhistory, no completely accurat(' account of an ('\'('nt, ther(' can he more 

or less accu rate versions that most people would agree upon. Neverthel('ss, 

postmodernism has troubled autobiographical theory. 

The collection Autobiography and Postmodemism (Ashley, Gilmore & Petns, 

eds. 1994) addresses some of the problems raised by postmodernism for theorists 

of autobiography. It offers the optimistic view that, ind('('d, postmod('rnism op('ns 

up possibiliti('s for agency, particularly in autobiographi('s produc('d by m('mbers 

ofmarginalized groups.:'> The decentered autobiographer calls attention to the 

difTiculties associated with self-representation and to the multiple locations l'rom 

v.hich autobiographies emerge. Howev('r, taking deconstruction, vl,'hich is 

sceptical of the notion of coherent meaning, into consideration, as weil as the 

instability of t('xts and the dynamic nature of s('lf-representation, our 

understanding of autobiography must be adjusted to accommodate the ways in 

which these factors undeniably affect our understanding of memory and our 

interprctation of autobiographies (Blackburn 1996). It will be llseful to discuss the 

first wave of autouiographical theory, ucf()n.: tlll" ad\'cllt of postmOdtTll lhcory, 

" For examplc. in her essay "The Mark of Autobiograph\: Postmodernism. AUlobiograph\. and 
Genre" Leigh Gilmore raises queslions with regard 10 lhe stalus of aUlobiography within the 
('ontext of post modern lhem)': bUI also asks whal autobiographieal theory ('an reveal about 
postmodernism. For inslance, the slabilily ofidentity is troubled by poslmodern lhcon. \\'hieh in 
lurn affens hO\\' theorisls can speak aboul the subjecl represenled in aUlObiograph\'. :'\C\Trlhelcss. 
lhe subject represented in aUlobiography is orten fairh' enduring and has tics 10 lhe extra-textual 
subject. which poslmodern theorisls musl con tend ",ith. 
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prior to considcring furtlwr il11plication~ p()stl11od('J'ni~111 hold~ le)r the ~tlldy or 

autobiographies and alltobiographical pra('tic('~. 

ln the rCl11aindcr ()rthi~ chaptn 1 \\ill di~cll~~ the hi~lor: and t1lt'OI"\ or 

autobiography criticisl11, which \\ill bring to light :"O!11e or the key deba«'~ and 

issues in autobiography theory. 1 will review research on the intersection of 

gender and autobiography, and on non-literary forms of autobiography. Though 

autobiographical criticism has onl)' bCTn popular in academia for ahout :10 ycars, 

1 have chosen to focus on those works that are most relevant to contextualizing 

this discussion. In the final section of this ChapleT, l ''l'ill situate Diana 

Thorneycroft's photography as a non-literary alltobiographical practice within 

Western art history and theories ofgender and sexualit1" 

HISTORY 

The word autobiograph1' is broken into three parts from the Grcck autos 

meaning self, bios meaning life, and graphe meaning writing or text (Smith & 

Watson 2001). Most definitions, inclllding Smith and \Vatson's, do not mention 

that graphe can signify various types of texts, not onl1' written ones. This typical 

omission calls attention to the literary bias ofmllch autobiograph1' theorization. 

Only recently has any substantial amount of research been published which 

examines non-literary forms of autobiography, as 1 discuss later in this chapter. 

During the first wave of autobiography studies most theorists considered 

autobiographies to be the retrospcctive narrative of a "self·intC'restcd indi\'idual 

intent on assessing the status of the soul or the mcaning of public achicvement" 

(Smith & Watson 2001:2).6 The canon of autobiographies at this time was 

exemplified by Jean:Jacques RoussC'au's Confessions (1781, trans. 2000) and Henry 

Adams's 17ze Education qf Henry Adams: An Autobiogmphy (1918). 

The history of autobiography theor'Y and criticism is plagucd with dcbates; 

cOllccrning which text is the firsl aUlobiography, wlwlhcr aUlobiography is 

literature, or distinguishable from fiction, and so on. Thesc dcbatcs, \\'hich have 

been around since the inception ofautobiography studies, rcmain contcstcd issues. 

It secms that their resolution is itsclf a fiction. Ollt' of the definiti\T tcxts. 

1; Thp first wavp startpr! slO\d" in thp 19;)(), and thpn gaincd mompnlum in thp 1 <JiOs. 
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Alllo!Jjo/!,mjJl!y l:'ss({J's Jl!cordlm!llnrl CrIIICll! Olnc\. ('d. 1 CJB() • tak('~ IIp and r('sp()nd~ 

to thesc dcbatcs. James Olllc;."s introdllctory ('~q\ tra(e~ the highly <khated 

history of autobiography st udics. Il sccnb th is ;tn';t or ~tll<" is lè HlI1ded O!l dc\)atc 

and that this has dirccted its dn'cloplllcnt thus Llr. 

In his introductory essay to the anthology AutobiogmPhy (1980), Olney 

credits Georges Gusdorf with writing the essay that set off a chain of inquiries 

which resultecl in a loose community of scholars studying autobiography. In his 

essay "Conditions et limites de l'autobiographie" (1956, trans. 1980), Gusdorf sets 

out to trace the reasons for the appearance of autobiography, to delineate the 

boundaries and elements of autobiography, and to namc some of the problems 

associated with autobiography. Gusclorf argues that autobiographies begin to 

appear in the West after the Copernican Rc\'olution. The declining influfnce of 

cosmic cycles in people's lives led people to womkr about their destiny and about 

the meaning. of their lives. This self-reflexivity. a scare·h fè)r self-knowledge and 

understanding is ultimatcly for Gusdorf~ what continues to spur people to produce 

their autobiographies. In terms of space, one of the limits made early on by 

Gusdorf is that autobiographies - and he only considers written texts - are a 

Western phenomenon. He argues "\Vestern man" has a "conscious awareness of 

the singularity of [his] life ," while in other societies inclividuals Iead an 

"interdependent existence;" in these societies "consciousness of self does not, 

properly speaking, exist" (Gusdorf 1980:29, 30). 

While Olney credits Gusdorf \\·ith having pro\'ided the impetus for 

autobiography studies, other critics credit Philippe L~jeune. author of Le pacte 

autobiographique (1975, trans. 1989 On Autobiogmphy). His book is most famous for 

theorizing the autobiographical pact. This pact holds that the author's name 

matches both the identity (the vital statistics) and the name of the person the 

biography is about. The pact is made 1Jy thl' publislwr vdlU attests to thl' truth of 

the signature, and as such the reacler undertakes to bclic\'(> that the author and the 

protagonist are the same person. This pact enabks the re'acler to bclie\'c that the 

daims made are truthf .. d. 
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Though a fi'\\ t(':-;t,; on <Iutobiograpln \\n(' \\Titt('n Iwf(»T Lejeune and 

(;usdorrs contrihution,;. th('"c t\\O \\Titcrs call 1)(' tak(,1l a,; the main propollents of' 

the lirst \\<I\'C of' autobiographical criticisnl. ;\~ Ilwllti()]wd. autobiographns 

studied at this time \\TIT. fi)r the most part, prolllillcllt '''cstcrn men \\,ith lin's in 

the public sphere who had achieved sorne level of' notoriety. Since it was this type 

of person who was, during the /irst wave of autobiography studies, authorized as 

an agent, many groups of people were not recognizt'd as cultural subjects. The 

criteria for autobiography (prominence, theme, structure) were such that slave 

narratives, for example, wt'fe eonsidered inferior and thus rarely studied (Smith & 

Watson 2001). The second wave of autobiography criticism addressed this point 

and others; such as the importance of oral autobiographies and other narratives 

that did not fit the traditional criteria. 

SECOND W AVE OF AUTOBIOGRAPHY THEORy7 

While the first \'vave crities accorded morc truth-value to the narratives 

than did the second wan', the latter saw trouble in the l'aet that autobiographies 

are by definition self-narrated (Smith & Watson 2(01). That is, while the facts of 

the story can be verified against the biographical faets of the author's life, there 

remains the trouble that the narrator/producer creatively chose how'to represent 

their identity. lndeed, the production of the autohiography may have raised 

questions for the author eoncerning how they would define themselves. This is to 

say, authors cannot tell their life story elisinterestedly. The notion of a coherent 

self, free from self-deeeption, \,\'as questioned during the second wave. 

Autobiographies were read for the ways in which they actually contributed to 

shaping an identity, rather than reflecting a unified one that existeel outside 

representation. Furthermore, autobiographies wne seen as fixing that which is 

processual. The life recoreleel in autobiography. then, must be unelerstooel as the 

narralor's vic"," ofher/himselfal the lime ofprodul'liulI, and nul necessarily lheir 

eurrent vie\'\'. The first wave of critics recognizcd the creative aspects of 

autobiography, only within the constraints of thcir narrO\dy defined 

autobiographical sul~ject, neglecting the narrati\'cs of marg'inalized sul~jects. 

The second \\'aw took oIT during the 19805. 
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Fllrtlwrmore. the creati\'ity they recognized \\as more in t<Tms of I(mn th~1l1 

con tell t. The adn'n t of post modern and postcolonial thcorics prcci pi la lt 'd the 

second \\<1\1' of alltobiogTaphical t1wory. 

The second \\'<1\'(' of theory rcsponded to a changing conception or the self 

and brought into visibility narratives that had been hitherto neglected. The forms 

of autobiography that were studied proliferated, as alternative modes of self­

narration were valued (though these alternative forms were still predominantly 

literary). The subject of autobiography was re-conceptualizerl as decentcred and 

fragmented (Smith & Watson 2001). With the valuation of various fomls of self-

narrative as autobiography also came experiments in autobiographical \\Titing. 

One famous example is Michel Leiris' autobiography (published in 4 volumes), 

Rules qf the Came (trans. 1997). In this text Leiris suggests that self-study is actually 

the study of others. He also argues that memory and image interact to create a 

trace of an "1". That is, the action of putting mf'mory to paper (or cam'as. etc) 

creates a new self. This point is relevant to my discussion in Chapt<T :) of 

autofictional practices in Diana Thorneycroft's photography. Experiments in 

autobiography by Leiris and others introduced some of the problems of sclf­

representation in the context of a changing notion of subjectivity. The \'if'''' that 

the "1" of autobiography was elusive, or an impersonation, was on~red hy some as 

evidence of the impossibility of autobiography (Smith & Watson 2001 J. 

~otions oftranscultural, diasporic, and hybrid subjectivity, \n'rc also 

brought to autobiographical theory. For example, theorists bf'gan to study the 

autobiographies by African-Amnicans and Latin-Americans.8 During this time 

cri tics also began to study autobiographies written by criminals (whilf' in jail) and 

women. As weIl, autobiographies like Goethe's 7he Auto-Biography qfGoethe. 'JIU th 

and Poetry: From My Own Lifè (1872) were re-read, for example, to find the 'gay' 

Goethe in the texl. An expandcd undcrstanding ofsubjectivity, togct!wr with 

poststructural and postmodern thought, made both subjects and fèmns of 

autobiography substantially different in this second wave. Importantly. the 

Il See for example. Henry Louis Gates's 7hf Signifving .\101lI.-fl': A 771fO~-Y o/Aj;o-.'11ll1'1/01ll t/lolllT 
CrilirislI/ (1988) and Sylvia :\10110\\ AlIlohir~f!.1aphira/ l1/nlù(!;s in Spanlsh Alllrrira:..J1 Fa(( J à/II!' (1991). 
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notiotlS ofallthenticity and trllth \\cre significantl> ('hallengnl. Icadillg the \\a> fI Ir 

t1H'()rist~ to iJegin to engage the concept or autolictioll. The second \\<1\(' 

t'lll'ctin'ly challenged the notiom ofa unificd slIiJj('('t. the trallsparenC\ ()i'te'\ts. 

and the authorily ofautobiographcrs. 

THIRD WAVE OF AUTOBIOGRAPHY THEORY 

The contemporary, or what l cali the third wave of autobiographical 

theory, has emerged from the theorization ofidcntity as performative.9 Critics 

now look to the politics and agency of autobiographical subjccts. This shift in 

emphasis has also meant that most critics no longer forcefully engage questions of 

'truth' in autobiography, which is problematic given the ways the term 

autobiography is generally employed. The shifi has brought attention to sorne 

non-literary forms of autobiography. Notably the collection Inte?faces: I/Vomen, 

AutobiograPhy, Image, PeifoJmance (Smith & Watson 20(2) examines various non­

traditional forms of autobiography (including photography, painting, and 

performance art), and argues that the se women's autobiographies creale hybrid 

identities at the interface of subject and text. Returning to the concept of 

prosthetic identity discussed in the Introduction, this self is not completely 

separate from, nor completely a part of, the person or texl. 

The notion ofperformativity underscores how autobiography is not a self:' 

expressive act. The performative view is strongly influenced by the work of Judith 

Butler. In the introduction to Bodies 77za! Matter: On the Discursil'e hmits qf 'Se,\' 

(1993) Butler defines performativity and argues "against an)' simplistic n'course 10 

the essentialized difTerences ofidentity politics" (Smith & '\'atson 1998:34). The 

term performativity is meant to relate the "provisional and political nature, the 

'gender trouble,' of identity formation" (Ibid). Performativity is "the power of 

discourse to produce efTects through reiteration" (Ibid: 3(8). "For Butler, an '1' 

docs Ilot precede the social construction of gl'Ildcr ide Il ti 1 y; Ihe '1' COll \('S illto 

being through that social construction" (Ibid:34). As shI' cxplaills, idcntity is 

"always coming into being through reiteration and being unfixed through the 

~, Th<> Ihinl \\'a\'(' ovnlaps som('whal \\'ilh Ih(' s('cond \\'an'. \\'ilh son1<' Ihinl \\,<1\'(' leXIs appcaring 
in Ih(' lal<> 1980s. How('wr. il look forc(' in th(' mid-·90s. 
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'gap~ and fissures' that emergc 'as the constilt1ti\l' illStabilitics in stlch 

('()]lstrtlctions. as that which escapes or cx('('cds thl' norm' ., Btllkr in Smith & 

The notion ofperformati\'ity has usdi"l) 1)('1'11 employed in the stud) of 

autobiography. Texts have been read as personal performances with the 

understanding that an agent designed and acted out the performance. The 

emphasis on performance implies a certain clegree of scepticism tmvard the 

truthfulness of autobiography. The text does not retell the truth but creates a 

truth through the performance. Growing out of this notion of performativity is an 

understanding of the role of the reader/audience of autobiography. The r('ader 

interprets the text relationally, or dialogically, through their own biography. That 

is, the interpretation of an autobiography is an intersubjective experience, wherein 

the reader interprets the life portrayed through their mm. The result is that the 

life read is different for eaeh reader. Reading autobiography is itself an 

autobiographieal aet. 

The third wave oftheory refleets a shift l'rom the first wave's documentary 

view of autobiography to eonsider performativity, positionality, and dialogism. As 

Smith and Watson state: 

Theorizing performativity con tests the notion of autobiography as the site of 
authentie identity. Theorizing positionality, with an emphasis on 
situatedness, eontests the normative notion of a universal and transcendent 
autobiographieal subjeet, autonomous and free. And theorizing dialogism 
con tests the notion that self·narration is a monologic utterance of a solitary. 
introspective subject. Ali of these concepts cnable more flexible reading 
practices and more inclusive approaches 10 the field of life narratiw 
(2001 : 146). 

Thus, the third wave reflects a relatively inclusi\e vie\\! of the autobiographical 

su~ject. Where might autobiography theory go l'rom here? One suggestion is to 

((lCUS on aUlobiographical t'lhies (Smilh & \\'al"oll 1998). l am illllTl'slnl ill Ihis 

suggestion because l believe Diana Thorneycroti's work seeks to raise ethical 

questions and engage ethical issues. For instance. Smith and \\' atson discuss the 

ethical questions regarding the dynamic bet\\"(>cn the autobiographcr and their 
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bmi!y and fricnd;;; repn'sentcd in the te"t. IU Illor!lcyno!i rai~('~ anol!wr ('lhica! 

li ucst ion, not discusse'c! by Smith and '" ahon but 1)\ Richard Sh lIstnl11an in 

j>(JjiJ/7ning /jre: Aesthetic Altematùl's/o] tht /:'17(11 or-lit 2()()() and ~Iiclwl Foucault in 

'/hl' Cme qIthe Se/fI 1984, trans. 19B1». Thi~ is Ill!' l'thil' of self-can' and sell:' 

improvement, one of the longest standing foci of tht' philosophical and t'thical life. 

l discuss Foucault and Shusterman's work in greater detail in Chapter 3. 

G E:\TDER AND AUTOBIOGRAPHY Il 

The theorization ofwomen's autobiography is scarcely t\''iO decadcs olel, 

even though women have been writing autobiographies for at least two centuries, 

and other forms oflife narrative for even longer. Ont' of the reasons for this 

omission from the stuely of autobiography is that womt'n's autobiographit's diel 

not, as mentioned earlier, fit the traditional aUlobiographical form. Anothcr 

reason is that women did not possess the characteristics of the tradi tional 

autobiographical subject. Furthermore, womc!I who attempteel to writc a 

traditional autobiography had to reconcile the' lmsion ofbeing truc to their 

identity while at the same time trying to fit the mould of the autobiographer and 

maintaining the appropriate characteristics of a Ixillg a "lady". 

Today women's autobiographies arc a pri\'ilegee! sitt' of interrogation. 

Contemporary ane! historical autobiographies \\Titten by womt'n are wiclt'Iy 

studied. Early theorizing on women's autobiographies sought to rt'vist' notions of 

heroic identity and the transcendental, disembodied subject. For man y theorists, 

the key issue in the study ohmmen's autobiography is subjt'ct formation (Smith & 

\Vatson 1998:5). Smith and \'Vatson crt'dit Domna C. Stan ton with opening up 

autobiography theory to an interest in women, that is, ofTering tht'ory a gmdert'd 

lens (2001). Stanton's 1984 collection 77ze Femalt Autogmph transformed the 

discourse of autobiography. Stan ton and others arglled that the autobiographical 

pan i~ gelldered. III her essay "AutogYllography: b the Slll~jcct Diffcrcllt:''' 

Stanton coinee! the term autogynography to sugp;cst the centrality of gender to 

sul~jectivity and to account for the dinèrent genres of texts produccd by \\OIl1t'n 

III Thorneycroft does raise this question. but it is not 111" intncst l1('re. 
Il ~lost of the' theorization on the intersection of gClldn and <llltobiography has f{)("lIscd on 
"'on1en, 
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alltobiographer~ 1 qiH-o 

The m~~jority of the carly \\orb disclIssin,L! the inters('ctio!l or \\O!lH'n and 

alltobiography l(xlIscd Oll the hO\\' lill' experi!'!l«' \\as !lll1dal1lcntalh diflàcllt Illr 

\\'OmCll. Cnfortunatcly sonH' rcscarch esscntiali.œd \\onH'n hy assuming that ail 

women had similar experiences ofliving as women in the world. For example, 

Estelle C.Jelinek argued that women's lives \vere marked by discontinuity, while 

men's were coherent, and therefore this eXplained why a difference existed in the 

forms of narratives they wrote (Women's Autobiogmphy: E5Says in Criticism 1980). 

While we cannot generalize, sorne theorists have suggested that autobiographies 

written by women tend to portray subjects that are more fluie! (Smith & Watson 

1998: 1 0). Given the significant theorization of gender and sexuality in the 1990s, 

"the new geography of identity insists that V,T think about women ",riters in 

relation to a fluid matrix instead of a fixee! binarv of male / fèmale or 

masculine/feminine. A more flexible critical practice will not regard gender 

difference as a priori [sic] and immutable" (Ibid: 4 1). 

Aside from subject formation, other strands of theorization have looked at 

how women have produced alternative forms of autobiography. Concern has also 

been given to the autobiographer's specificity oflocation. That is, theorists have 

moved outside Western narratives to examine, !()r example, postcolonial 

narratives. 12 

The material body has also been a central conccrn {(JI' thcorists of women's 

autobiography. Dra\\'ing on Elizabeth Grosz's theorization of corporeal feminism 

(cf. 1994) Shirley Neuman in her essay, "'An appearance walking in a forest the 

sexes burn': Autobiography and the Construction of the Feminine Body," presents 

sorne of the unique difTiculties women autobiographers face (1994). She argues 

that autobiographies have not typically dcalt \\'ith the body. Indecd, traditional 

western autobiographies are 'spiritual' thal is. 'llullcurpurcal' (/!Jid:294). Since 

vmmen's experience of their bodies, their immanence. is frequently central to their 

self-concept and to their lik story, to e!Etee this aspect of their self is to producc an 

12 For rxamp)e. l\laxinr Hong Kingston's 1hf Il'011/(1/1 "i/lliO/: Jll'11lOilS oJa Girll!ood alllOlll!, CI/0515 

(19ï6) and Gloria Anzaldùa's Bordfrlands/La Fmulp1Il: 11/1 ,\i'/,' .\1rsli:::.a Il <JHïl art> part of this canon, 
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incomplete. if Ilot corrupt. autobiography. l'nl()rtlillat('ly. hO\l'('\'er. to \lTite 

about the bo(k Illa\ kc('p the te:xt Il'0111 Iwillg rulh ;!c('cptcd illto acadclllic circ!cs 

or considered I(>r canonization }/iirl,. 

Sidonie Smith has al su \lTitten on the intersectioll orgender and 

autobiography. In Smith's case she does discuss men, to the extent that they are 

the normative subject in autobiography theory, but her focus is primarily on 

women. In her Poetics qf Women's Autobiography: '\1arginality and the Fictions qf Self­

Representation (1987) she looks at the links betwecn gender and genre considering 

how women have used the autobiographical form to negotiate their marginality, 

to bring their voices into literary history. Smith's second book to focus on women, 

Sulijectiviry, ldentity, and the Body (1993), "explored the relationship between 

subjectivity and autobiographical practice by posing questions about how women, 

excluded l'rom oflicial discourse, use autobiography to 'talk back,' to embody 

subjectivity, and to inhabit and inflect a range of sul~jective 'l's' " (Smith & 

"Vatson 1998: 16). 

In the opening chapter of Subjectil'ity, ldentiry, and the Body (1993) Smith 

traces the history of the universal subject through philosophical discourse, which 

she argues is related to the norm of masculinity in autobiography. Like Neuman 

(1994) and Grosz (1990, 1994), Smith discusses the problems women face with 

regard to e-mbodime-nt and subje-ctivity within autobiographical texts. She- argues, 

following from Bakhtin, that autobiographical subje-cts engage dialogically with 

cultural discourses, \\'hich in turn allow them to dislodge and refashion 

themselves. This argume-nt is taken up later by Susanna Egan in Minor Talk: 

Genres qf Cruis in Contemporary Autobiography (1999) and is considered in their 

definition of autofiction by Asselin and Lamoureux (2002a) in Parachute (no. 105).13 

The self-creative process of self-fashioning is central to the argument 1 make in 

Chapter 3 v.ith regard to Diana ThonlCycr()ft·~ dutofiniollal practiccs. 

l'ln .Hinul J a/k. Egan takes up the dialogical so'ain of autobiograph\' theory as she examines crisis 
narrati\Ts. autobiographies that deal \\'ith death. "to undnstand hm\'. in moments of crisis and 
decentering. the double \'oicing. or mirror talk. of <lutobiographieal <lets 'afTects both the on(' who 
sp('aks and the on(' who Iistt'lls'" (Egan 1 <)<)9:25 in Smith & Watson 2001: 128). 



ln the ('hapter "The Bodi('~ ofContclll!l0rary Autobi()graphical Practi('('." 

Sidonie Smith takcs up fl'll1il1i~t th('()rization~ ()r the body. SIH' questions \\'hy the 

spccificity of' thc body rcmaillS Iargely abscnt fl'om traditional autobi()graphies. 

\\'hile at the sa me timc it is the "nearcst home Il)J' tht' <lutobiographical subjc('1, the 

very ground" upon which to verify identity (1993: 128). Smith traces the poli tics of 

the body as it affects the production of autobiographical texts using a number of 

exampks. Jo Spence's Putting Myselfin the Picture is perhaps the most interesting 

(1986). Smith describes it as a pro.ject in self:'portraiture, "as a means to self:' 

knowledge and cultural critique" (Ibid: 131). As 1 discuss in Chapter 2, Diana 

Thorneycroft's vmrk also ai ms at cultural critique on one level. 

One result of theorizing the intersection of gender and autobiography has 

been a change in vocabulary. More terms for, and forms of~ autobiography are 

discussed, such as autogynography (Stan ton 1984), or biomythography (Lorde 

1982). As such, the term autobiography is used less frequently. Often the term 

autobiographicàl practice is employed; this shift relates to a changed 

understanding of the autobiographical subject (Smith & Watson 1998:29). It has 

also opened the door more widely to investigations of non-literary 

autobiographies. This area of theorization is still in its early stages, as compared 

to the theorization of gender and its c-xprc-ssion in, and through, autobiography. 

NON-LITERARY FOR:'vlS OF AUTOBIOGRAPHY 

It is important to bring autobiographical theory to the c-xamination of 

autobiographical works that arc- not litc-rary in I()rm. This is because 

autobiographical theor-y may shc-d ne\v light upon, or cou Id offer a fresh 

intc-rprc-tation of, thc-sc- works. For example, sculptural self-portraits can bendit 

from an analysis that is not embedded in art historical theories and discoursc-o A 

collection published in 1988, Life/hnes: Theori<.ing Women's Autobiography, expanded 

the {(mIl of autobiography tu include, for exam pie, paill ted self-portraits alld films 

(Brodzki & Schenck). HO\\'C'ver, the study of alternative autobiographical media 

did not take olf as a result of this publication. A fl'\\' books discussed the 

relationship Iwt\\'een photography and autobiography. mainly by l'xamining the 

'-\'ays in \\hich photography has becn used in aUlobiography, IIX t'xamplc, Linda 
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Han'rty Rugg\ Picfl/riJ/g Ol/Ilches: PhofogmjJly 1l7/(!.illfo!J/O/!/IIjJ!!J' 1 <)<)7. B()th 

i\\TiltCIl lè)fTlb or, autobiography and photography ha\'!' 1)('cn t!Je predominant 

modes of recording li\t,:-; le)r the past t\\'O ccnturic~. As \\TII. both media haye 

becn disclIsseci in tcnns Of/10\\ they problematically represent the \\'()rld. Both 

forms have troubled relationships with referentiality, they can be revealing but 

are, in many ways, concealing. 

It took just over a decade after the publication of Lijè/Lines for there to be 

enough interest to publish the 2002 collection Interfaces (Sidonie Smith &.Julia 

\Vatson, eds.), discussed above, which is the most significant contribution to the 

study of non-literary forms of autobiography. The editors argue forcf'fully for the 

inclusion of non-literary lorms of autobiography in autobiography studies. In 

these non-literary forms, "the sign of the autobiographical is the identity or the 

name of the artist (on the painting, on the poster announcing an installation or 

performance) and the subject of the work" (Smith & Watson 2002:5). Smith anrl 

\ \' atson encourage the use of autobiographical theory to shed light on \\orks that 

have typically been examined through an art historicallens. These 

autobiographical interpretations will add nuance to an understanding of the art 

works; conversely the art works may do the same for autobiography theory. 

CONTEXT FOR I!\TERPRETATION: GENDER THEORY AND ART BY WO\1E!\' 

The questions concerning gender and sexuality raised by Diana 

Thorneycroft's photographie self-portraits makc an examination ofher OCU\Te 

valuable to discussions of identity. In particular, the ambiguous nature of her self­

portraits makes them ripe fi)r academic exploration. Alternatively, their 

ambiguous quality has also made them highly controversial among her audience 

and revie\vers. Sorne of the issues this section will address are salient topics in the 

history ofart by women and feminist àrt such as: self-portraiture, performance (of 

art alld of idt'Iltity), trallsformation art (froll! the 1970s), representatioll of the 

body, and gendcr constructs. The richness ofhcr work, howen'r, has pennittcd 

writers to discuss her art l'rom the perspective of memory, or theories of slIrrealism 

and psychoanalysis. particularly in terms of the Oedipus compkx. 
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In this scction 1 \l'il! contextualizc Thonl<'yn()Ii':-; \Iork hy touching on 

sonH' points in art hislOry that relate to hfT \Iork. Hcr \I()rk has \wcn \\idcly 

\"ic\\cd as contrmTrsial. l wOlild propose that dl<' tirst rcasol1 rclatcs to the 

1111dc/nakcd dichotomy. The nude/naked distinction as disclIsscd by Lynda :'\('ad 

(The Female Nude, 1992) and Helen McDonald (Erotic Ambiguities, 2001) suggests 

some reasons why Thorneycroft's work has been so hotly debated. Her naked 

self-presentation is, for sorne viewers, obscene and thus rails outside the realm of 

art. Her nudes are not in the tradition ofhigh art. Instead, they are 

representations of a particular, real, body not represented for "display and 

delectation," and therefore are considered nakt'ds (~1eskimmon 1996:4).14 The 

second reason l suggest is, inJudith Butler's terms, the unspeakable nature ofher 

representations. In this section l will sketch somc of the relevant concepts, 

however, l address this issue in greater depth in Chapter 2. 

Thorneycroft's depictions of sexual taboos and her trou bling of gendfT 

stereotypes are frank and unapologetic. Many orher critics are clearly not 

comfortable with engaging the ideas she presents, which would force them to 

question their own identity or to open up discussion around the boundaries of 

identity and representation. Images ofbondage and f(>male nudity are certainly 

not absent l'rom the contemporary imagescape, f~lShi()n ad\'t'rtisements found in 

magazines and on billboards are prevalent examples. ~,loreover, even within the 

rcalm offine art, artists such as Helmut Newton han' (kpictcd "'omen in ,,"ays 

comparable to Thorneycroft. This is to say that bondage and nudity are certainl)' 

not ne,,,, to the art world. Thus, her images are not shocking sim ply beulUse she is 

naked and/or she is tied up. 

\Vith photography's history of role-playing and transgression, and fine 

art's reverence of the female body and the nude. why is it (hat Thorneycroft's 

\\"urk rCllIains diITicult to digest? Ifnudity is not at issuc, thcn is the suggt'stion of 

gem!er prolif(>ration obscene? Especially in a timc \1"I1('n cross-dressing and so­

called gcnder-bending is certainly not absent l'rom )Jo)Jular culture \\"h)" is 

Thorncycroft's audience uncomfortable \yith her pcr!<mnancc or masculinity and 

I{ For furthn discussion of nudt's and nakt'ds. st't' Chapt!T :2. 
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f('l11ininity? Thi~ iS~lIc will hl' taken li]) in grcatcr <Jetail in Chaptn ~. 

THE :"l'DE 

In her book l~roli( Amln:liuifif\: 1171' hJJlIlII', \i/{!f ill o·Jrl ~()() 1 . Helen 

.\kDonald examines the ways in "hich cont(,l11porary kmalc artists ha\'(' 

(re)conceptualized the female nude. 15 The notion of ambiguity is central to her 

study since, as she argues, "the female nude has given risc to an astonishing 

variety of ambiguities related to the construction of gender and identity" 

(McDonald 2001:7). Indeed, generally speaking, art is always ambiguollS. 

Ambiguity, however, is not always seen as a good thing. One of McDonald's 

aims, then, is to show the ways in which ambigllity can be interpreted as positive. 

She delineates the ways femaIe artists have contributed to broadening the 

definition of the classical nude by challenging patriarchal norms of representation 

to incorporate differences such as race and disabilitylG. She argues that despite 

the increasing variety in the representation of kmale nakeds and nudes, an 

underlying conceptual ideal of the female body n'mains. This conceptual ideal 

has broadened the scope of representation to include a " .. ide variet)' of difTerences 

such as, race, disability, sexuality, ethnicity, and gender. In her conclusion, she 

argues that while an ideal still exists for man)' f(>l11inist artists, it has enabkd a 

positive re-visioning of the femaIe nude in art. Therefore, ideals are not 

inherently positive or negative, but rather it is ho\\' they are taken up and 

appropriated by artists which makes them positiw' or not. \\'ith postfeminism and 

cyberfèminism having an influence on f(>minist art practiccs in the 1990s, 

McDonald speculates that the conceptual ideal may soon he ahandoned. 

McDonald defines ambiguity in the following ,vay: "in the visual arts, 

ambiguity is an effect of representational processes, a complication, a hlurring, an 

1') According to Marsha Meskimmon, "The femalr mille. displan'd in painting. sculptUlT and fine 
art photography and graphies, has come to connote beaut\. \\holeness and. in many \\,n's. 'art' 
itself. The forms in which the female nude finds rqJresentation arc highIY st\'lized and haIT Iittle 

to do \Vith images of particular (individual) \\'omen's bodies. Thn' arc more often meant to be 
uni\,('l"sal metaphors for masculine desire. (Teati\'il\' and culture" (1996:2). 
li. For example, ~lar\' Duffy's Cutting the lïfJ tl/rlt BlIId. 1 ~)Bï. is an Il panel series of photographs 
depining a Ilude woman \\'ho does not han' arms. Anothn ('xample is Diana Thorne\Trofts Piilri 
(Ir)) } /-elle) (plate 1 ï). 1995. a triptych in \\'hich sil(' pcrforms as one of hcr past sllIdents. Yn·t(e. 
\\'ho \\'as confinee! to a wheelrhair. 



llllccrt<lint\ or \agllcI1CSS. It Illay be cOl1scioush intcndcd. or it Illay OCCl!r as <1n 

accidcn t or mistakc" ! ~20() 1 : 1 + '. (; in'Il t his dcfini t ion, and the argllmcn t made in 

:\lcDonald's book, Thorncycrott\ \\ork ('<In 1)(' lIsclldly intcrpreted in tcrms or 

ambigllity. \\"hethcr or Ilot Thorneycrolt intendcd her photographs to be 

ambiguous, they do eomplieate one's expeetations and understanding of gender. 

Her viewers olten remain uncertain ofher intentions. For example, both through 

style and content, Thorneyeroft's images blur boundaries. In terms of style, she 

blurs the lines between the seen and the unseen, the \isible and the invisible. 

Stylistieally her images are characterized by areas of sharp foeus and areas that 

are dark and out of focus. In terms of content, she blurs the lines between 

masculine and reminine, male and female. For example, in the photograph 

Untitled (She-boy) (Plate 15), an androgynous character is depicted. 1 ï Beginning at 

the top of the photograph the character's mask is masculine, moving down to the 

ehest and torso the body becomes ambiguous. That is, while the torso is not 

particularly feminine (read: shapely), the person appears to haw sm ail breasts. 

The person's muscular arms and legs are meant to referenee maseulinity. 

However, upon arriving at the person's pelvic area, the viewer diseovers that thert' 

is no visible phallus. Beyond this the dolls placed on the bed beside the person 

suggest f(>minine interests. Thorneycroft deliberately constructed the sn'ne to 

trouble viewer expectations (Brandt et al. 1994). The viewer is left thoroughly 

confused as to the gender of the person. The oscillation between masculine and 

feminine does not seem to confidentl)' pull more in one direction or the other. 

Thorneycroft has expressed hfT interest in confusing viewer expectations 

in a number of ways. One of the most provocative is her wish to provoke desire in 

her audience directed toward her ambiguous charaeters. For example, what 

feelings will a heterasexual woman cxperience in her attraction 10 the 'brather' in 

17 As .\1arsha :\1eskimmon has notee!. othn \\'omen artists han' shown an interest in ane!rog\'nv. 
particularlv with respect to its Iiberating potential. "\Vhcre the women artists from the mockrn 
period ... began to use the notion of androgynous creati\'ity as the merging of masculine and 
feminine. \\"{)men artists in the last fn\' de cades have been concerned to overrie!e su ch a binan' 
thinking altogether. Their \\'Ork and use' of 'androg>ny' stress the lack of fixed gendcr positions. 
rather than the mixing IOgethcr of t\\'O polcs. This assumplÎon of androgym as a position \\'hi('h 
permits us tn think outside binar\' pairs has the potential \0 create lilwratil1g roles for \\'0111('11 

artists" (Meskimmon 1996: 134). 
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SdFpor/mll (Hm/fin J l(/slc ù..'1/fI 'fI!Y G/lll) IYlatc I)? l' pon di~(,()\Tring 1 ha 1 Il](' pcr~on 

is nol in LlCl a biological male, \\"illlhe \'ie\\Tr f('('1 shame or disgusl. or \\illl!Jey 

rn"c1 in a desire Ihey \\Tft' 11l1a\\"arc or? l \\"(Htld like 10 ~llggesl Ihal OIH' or Ihe 

rcasons some Yic\\"crs of Thorneycroft's work rcact I1cgati\Tly is bccall~e Iheir 

expectations and desires are challenged in visceral ways, that they cannot control. 

McDonald states that: "If art is to be seen as an extension to the body and as a 

point of mediation between the artist's body and that of the spectator, ambiguity is 

an efTect of its being both an object for erotic display and an object of erotic, visual 

pleasure" (2001: 14). It seems that erotic visu al pleasure is not inherently a 

problem. The problem arises when spectators find themselves enjoying the erotic 

display of a body that undermines the ontological status of the sexual orientation 

they have built their identity upon. 

SEX AT\TI GENDER 

Before continuing any further, it is useful to distinguish between Ihe terms 

"sex" and "gender". Indeed, such a distinction is hard to clra\\" as Butler (1990), 

among others, has pointed out. Aecording to Our Sexualiry, a leading textbook on 

the subject, sex is defined as "biological maleness or femaleness" (Crooks & Baur 

2002:600). Gender, by contrast, is defined as "the psychological and sociocultural 

characteristics associated with our sex" (Ibid:597). Robert Crooks and Karla Baur 

attempt to clarif)T, by adding, "gender assumptions [relate to] ... ho". people are 

likely to behave based on their maleness or femalencss" (lbidL 'l'hus, gendcr 

identity is "how one psychologically perceives oneself as cither male or témale" 

and does not necessarily correlate to one's sex (Ibid). That is, one may he 

biologically female while identifying as masculine. "Gender nonconformity" 

refers to either a lack of consistency in one's behaviour as masculine or feminine, 

or between onc's sex and identified gender. Already it is dcar that distinguishing 

bctWtTIl the t\\"(J tcrrns alld the ways in which the)' arc rclatnl is difTicult. 1l1dcnl, 

even this \\"ell-rcspected textbook has difficulty on a fé\\" poinls. For instance, 

returning to the dcfinition of gcndcr we note that gender llccd nol conf(mn 10 the 

sex, howeyer, if it does not, the person exhibits nonconf()rrnily. Thus thert' is an 

implicit norrn Ihat one's scx will corrclate with one's gendcr if 011t' is normal 
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'slali~lically. irnol. socially). The authors u~e the lnm ",l!;endcr dy~ph()ria" 10 

dcscrilw incli\'iduals in a ~tale of"unhappiness \\ilh ()Il("~ biological scx or ,l!;clldn 

mie" Jbir!., 

Crooks and Baur also dedicate a st'ction or tllt'ir lext to a discussion or 

androgyny and hermaphrodicity. Androgyny is "a bl('ncling of typical male and 

female behaviours in one individual" (2002:595). Hence, it could be said that 

androgyny is a form of gender nonconformity. Intersexed individuals, are 

referred to as "pseudohermaphrodites," and arc "individuals whose gonads match 

their chromosomal sex, but whose internaI and external reproductive anatomy has 

a mixture ofmale and female structures or structures that are incompktely male 

or female" (lbid:599). The authors also discuss a catt'gory or "exceedingly rare" 

individuals known as "true hermaphrodites"; thest' individuals "have both ovarian 

and testicular tissues in their bodies; their external gt'nitalia arc often a mixture of 

male and female structures" (lbid:600). 

Related to Butler's heterosexual matrix, elaborated in Gender Ti'(JUble (1990), 

the authors suggest that often sex, gender and desirt' correlate. However, thcy 

make the point of c1arifying one can usually predict sexual orientation using the 

variable of gender identity (Crooks & Baur 2002:63).18 For example, "a 

transsexual with a fèmale identity ... trapped in a man's body ... (idt'ntified as male 

by society), is likely to be attracted to men" (lbi(~. 

While Crooks and Baur do an excellent job or distinguishing bet\\'ccn sex 

and gender as they are commonly used, their discussion dot's not allude to the 

debates within feminism and queer studies as to the tcnability of the distinctness of 

the terms. lndeed sorne feminists have begun using the word 'sexl gender' 

conneeting the two with a slash. Judith Butler argues that like gender, sn is 

brought into reliefby repcated aets (1990:157). She makcs this argument long 

aftcr ddining gcndcr as "the rcpcaled slylizalioll of li 1(' body. a sel of rqwatcd ans 

within a highly rigid frame that congeal over time to produc(' the appcarance of 

III Ind!'ed. as Biddy :\lartin sugg!'SIS. it is difficult not to l'l'ad gcndcr and sexual idcntitics as ha\'ing 
"prcdictablt' contents" (1998:390), However. gt'nder and sexlIal idnllitit's are "positionlsJ 1'1'0111 

which to speak" that "ullscttlc rather than" ,consolidate the hOlll1darit,s around idclltit," IJhiri 
1 <)98:390), 
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~lIb~lance, ofa nalural sorl ofbeing" i!hid:+:)-II . AI difl('rcnl poinl;; Ihroughout 

(;mrlcr 1i-rmb/e, Butler dcscribcs both sex and gcndcr as catq!:orics olïdcntity \\!Jich 

scc],; 10 unify and rcgulate "an other\\isc discolltinuous sct or attributcs" Ihirl: 1 +(i . 

By dl<'ctively defining the t\VO in the sanH' \\ay shc is trying. 1 \muld argue, 10 

dismantie the notion that sex is prediscursive while gender is discursive. If 

anything, gender aids in establishing sex. She states: "This production of sex as 

the prediscursive ought to be understood as the effect of the apparatus of cultural 

construction designated by gende-l' (Ibid: 1 1). lt ,an also be argued that Butler sees 

the terms as much less distinct than, for examplr, psychologists do. 

ln a practical sense, however, it is useful to distinguish between gender and 

sex. Thus, throughout this thesis 1 use the term "sex" \vith respect to the assumed 

or implied biological sex of the person, inferred by ref(>rence to the genitalia and 

secondary sexuaI characteristics. When 1 use "gender" 1 refer to the implied or 

assumed identification of the person as masculine or feminine (in sorne cases this 

may also include androgyny), which can be diflicu!t to identify. In distinguishing 

between the two for the purpose of clarity, 1 n'main firm in my belief that to 

understand the two as mutually exclusive is to misunderstand both. 

ART BVWOMEN 

Thorneycroft's work can be situated in a relativcly short, however rich, 

history of women making art and feminist art. \\'ithin the domains of art by 

women and feminist art, Thorneycroft can be aligncd ",ith other arlisls and their 

interests in terms ofher investigation of issues such as the n'presentation of the 

body, self-portraiture, performance art, identity. g'Cnder and sexuality. 1 will begin 

with a discussion of the transformation art of the 1970s, which brought together 

and propelled many of these concerns. 

Second wave feminism began to filter into the arl wodd in the '70s, as 

issues that concerned feminisls such as "body. sou], sclf and idelllily" Iwcanw 

subjects ofincreasing interest to female artists 1 Lippard 1999:27:. In particular, 

during the twentieth ct>ntury, and especially since the '70s. \\O!11cn ha\'(' becn 

producing self-portraits which have challengcd the genre and COIH'qHs of self in 

what has historically been a masculine tradition (~It'ski!11ll1on 19~)(i: 1 i. Inlercst in 
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the body incitcd many \\omen to rc-\ision the l('male body in art to trallsl(>rll1 it 

into a \\ornan's \'el'sion of\\'()!nan IcL \1cJ)ol1ald ~()()I , ,\11 illtcr('~t in rc-liguring 

and re-signil)'ing the lè'malc body \\a~ cou pIed \\ith the illtcre~t of lllally \lOIl1C11 

artists in sclf-portraiture or in using the body as an artistic rcsource, Thus, the 

transformation of the body in art was also on another level st'If-transformation for 

artists. Self-transformation, in turn, suggested for many artists the ability, indeed 

inevitability, ofidentity play. Hence, the interests ofsome ft'minists in the body, 

self-representation, and identity play have long bem intertwined. The boundaries 

of, and between body/ies, self, and identity wt'rc intrrrogated before 

Thorneycroft came onto the art scene. Both Martha \Vilson and Adrian Piper 

produced photographs of themselves in drag, pcrJè)rming masculinity. A number 

of transformation artists used masks and techniques ofcross-dressing as ways of 

extending the self. 1 will return to this point \,,'ith regard to prosthetic idmtity and 

autofiction in Chapter 3. 

While transformation art was certainly a wa) f()r artists to il1\Tstigate 

personal change, transformation art \'\'as also often concerned with realizing wider 

public change; with challenging the status quo. Thus, Thorneycroft's work holds 

many affinities with transformation art and the \\'ork of women artists in the '70s. 

She has expressed a wish to provoke her audit'nce into somt' form of change: in 

their perception of sex or of the stability of tht'ir idt'ntity. She hopes that ht'r work 

willlcad her audience to question their identity. gender norms, and the 

public/private division (\Valsh 2000). Part ofThorneycroft's moti\'ation in 

troubling gender is also to reveal the ways in which gender identification is a 

conflicting process. That is, even somt'one who "looks the part" of a woman, may 

feel conflicted about 'being' one. Her work questions the boundaries of, and 

bt'tween gender and sex. However, hrr work also presses against the boundarics 

bctWCCIl, ubjcct/suLject (artisl/llludd). \'in\Trl\ic\\nl, hislory 1 IllCIII ()['y . aIld 

pt'rformance / reality. 

\Vith regard to self:'portraiture tht' '70s sa\\' a rise in women using 

photography as a medium ofexpression. Photographie self:'portraiturc [('mains 

\'('ry popular among women artists sorne \\'(ndd say it is a central part or 
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('ont('mporary art IGlIll1pert 1 qqq '. Shelley Ricc ~p(,clllal('~ that photography ,,'as 

popular with womcn in thl' 'ïO:-; l)Ccall~l' il allo\ll't! \lOIlH'n 10 Iry on man; 

difTt'r('nt roles, to Il'll1porarily l'>,cape Iheir rcal-Iil;' silll~l1i()n 1 <)<)<). In(]('('(1. the 

history of photography has IlCcn align('cJ \\ith Ihe hislory of posing (or rok­

playing), and thus sorne researchers would also say that photography and 

performance have long been entwined (cf.Jay 1994).19 Role-playing for the 

camera allows one to try out personal fantasies and to tf'mporarily escape one's 

social situation and limitations. However limitf'd one feels in their reallife, their 

constructed life is as mobile as the imagination. 

Shelley Rice has traced the history of twcntieth ccntury self-portraiture in 

the West, and argued it has become a '\voman's issue in the arts" (1999:9). In an 

article discussing Cindy Shf'rman, Claude Cahun, and Ylaya Deren, she avoids a 

reductive reading of women's self-portraits as \\ish-fulfillment - a charge made 

innumerable times of Thorneycroft's work. Intt'rpreting self.portraits as self­

reflexive "ghettoize[s] the pictures \yithin the female experience" (lbid:24). Rice 

argues that the use of one's own body as subject is not simple self-expression, but 

could indeed be a mode of self-transcendence. Rice argues that by examining the 

work of these three artists we are able to reach back further than the '70s to see an 

interest by women in self-portraiture, gender identity, and photography's ability to 

help the artist question, push, and dismantle boundaries. Indeed, there have long 

been women working in similar vcins as thosc plIrsued in thr' '70s, though, 

perhaps not in great numbers. It is clear that Thorneycroft's work takes up many 

of the salient issues in the history of art by women. The next chapter discusses 

Thorneycroft's work and se\ected interpretations of il. 

1'1 In his article "Posing: Autobiography and the Subject of Photograpl1\'" Jay explores the role of 
visual memory in autobiographical \\Titing and self-identil\ (1991). To this end he discusses 
photographs sinn- subjects often come tn he "defil1ed by a photograph" but more importantly 
because he posits a "creative, constituti\"l' relationship" Iwt\\een image and identity in 
autobiographical lexts (Ibid: 191). His argument is particularh rc!(Tant in the conlt'xt of (:elia 
Lury's PToslhrlir CII/IUTf: Pholograp/!v .. \-fol/on' al/d ldmlill' Il Q(l8I. \\hich argues that a prosthetic 
identity emerges l'rom this constitutiw relationship. l discuss prosthetic identity andJay's artide in 
Chapter 3. 
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CHAPTER 2: DIA:'\A THOR:'\EYCROFT: HER BIO(;R:\PHY. OI·TYRE 

A:'\D ITS I:'\TERPRETATIO:'\ 

"!J:[1,enda iden/i!)'. and ir/t'n/i!}' more genemlly. i.1 1/ rei/em/iii" !lIuce5s of coming in/u heing ilnd 
simultaneous!J jàiling 10 wlzere, tlzen maswlinify and/emininif)' (JI/! no/jited aUributes q/the 'sell' 

'Woman' is dJèctive!J a style if tlze jlesh, (J materlalization, that can also be dematerialized, in 
unconscious and conscious Ïterations. " 

Sidonie Smitlz & Julia Watson, "Introduction: Situating Sulijectivity in Women's Autobiographical 
Practices," 1998:34 

" 'in-betweenness' ... putJ tlze being rifgendered identity 1nto question." 

Judith ButleJ~ Gender Trouble, 1999:xi 

"Thomeycnift's lmge cibachromes hau caused contmarS] because iftheir overt,yet non-olijectified 
representations rif sexuality. The images are sensuous, but do not pennit traditional readings rif gender; 

their multiplicity and excess Ilzreaten to ovenvhelm the spectator and enable new wncepts rifthe sexual body 
to emerge. FurtlzeJmore, tlze images are fol! qfprosthelic bodies, masks and riferences ta animals, wlziclz 

fact again (sic] requires the spectator to retlzink the reltltionships between bodies, gender, teclznology, 
pleasure and se:ruality. " 

Marsha j\1eskimmon. The Art of Rdlection, 1996:134-135 

Diana Thorneycroft uses her life and her body as the subject ofher 

photographs. T aking her body as a motif in her work, she re-constructs, re­

fashions and re-imagines herself(ves). Her self-portraits are often discussed as 

autobiographical, but 1 would argue they l'ail into the category of autofiction. 

Autofiction is a way of transforming, shaping, and re-fashioning the self. 

Perceptual prostheses, such as photographs, en able individuals to cxperiment with 

their identity, to "[ dissociate] from his or her biography -- consciousness and 

memories ... [and] acquirt, a prostlzetie auto / biograplzy or biographies, of his or her 

own choosing" (Lury 1998:85, italics in original. Thus prosthetic culture has 

implications for the study ofidentity, indeed, it necessitates new conceptions of 

identity. \Vhile 1 question the status of autohiography rù il ris fiction (see Chapter 

3),1 will nevertheless indulge in a briefbiographical sketch of Diana 

Thorneycroft's life. 



BIOGR,\PHIC :.\L SKETCH 

ThorIleycroft, a ,,'hite \\oman. \\a~ hom in Clarcsholm. Alberta in 1 ~).-)(j 

and currelltly re~idcs in "ïnnipcg. :\lanitoba. \\ 11<'IT ~hc t('aches drél\\'ing at the 

S,hool of Art at the CninTsity of :\Ianitoha \"'alsh 2()()O: 119). Shc studicd Finc 

Arts at the University of Manitoba at the Bacht'Ior's level (1979) and then earned 

a Master of Arts from the University onVisconsin in Madison (1980). 

Thorneycroft's art training is frequently mentioned in reviews ofher work. It is 

my assumption that this is a way of justifying her status as an artist, and of 

sanctifying her work as art. 20 My intention here is to simply give the reader 

information that is relevant to interpreting her photographs. 

Thorneycroft has had numerous solo and group exhibitions. The 

photographs discussed in this project are l'rom hn solo exhibitions: Diana 

Tho17leycrqft: The body, ils lesson and camo1ljlage (2000-2002), slytod (1997), a slow 

remembering (1994-1996), and Touching: The Se!f( 1991-1993).21 Since her 2000 

retrospectivt', 'The body, ils lesson and camo1ljlage, she has moved away from self­

portraiture and is now photographing dolls in colour. Thorneycroft has also been 

included in over 25 group exhibitions induding: Sem'ch, Image and Identity: Voicing 

Our West (1993-1996), The Female Imaginary (1995), 'The Pressing if Flesh (1993-1994), 

and Politic5 ~/Gender: PersonallWythologies (1992). These titles allude to the ways in 

which curators have presented her work. 

Her inclusion in 7he Pressing ~IHesh (1993-1994) is, perhaps, the most 

interesting. This exhibit presented an investigation of male nudes. And according 

to the press re!ease: "For these artists, significant investigation of the male nude is 

central to their work, rather than incidental" (Gallery TPW & Gallery 44, not 

dated, circa February 1993). Thorneycroft's self:'portraits as her brother or father 

(and other male figures) are taken seriously as explorations of the male body (sec 

Plate; 1 alld 2). That the :;arlle photograph~ C,lIl bt' il!dudnl il! exhibition:; about 

v .. omen and about men is a credit to her ability 10 rcsignify the body (it is also 

~(( "'hile this is a conn'ntion in art historical discoursc. it Ilot as common for 1lt'\Vspaper articles to 
do so. 
21 Slytod is an in\Tllted work from ThollU'\Troft's childhood. It is a name she gan' to a gamt' she 
plavcd in the woods \\ith ht'r brother (Caws 20001, 
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\\orth noting that these photographs \\cre not intendcd as autobiographie;)l. H<T 

photographs. like the oth<TS ill the <,,,hibit. "spcak or [the 1 experit'ncc or indi\idllal 

!1WIl'S bodies. and the [tilure ortraditional "'estern culture to represcnt ()r 

accommodatc di\'crse onen critical pcrspcctin's" (Ibid). The same can cntainly \)(' 

said of her photographs of herself as female characters (see Plates 3 and 4). They 

challenge the dominant definitions of sex and gender. Her most challenging 

photographs in this regard are those in which she wears props that denote 

hermaphrodicity, which were more frequent in her early work (see Plate 5). By 

her 1997 show, she took greater interest in androgyny (see Plate 8). In these 

photographs she attempted to make the sex/ gender of the person ambiguous.22 

Rather than emphasizing the sexual organs using prosthetics, she uses shadow and 

light play to obscure or de-emphasize the sexual organs. 23 Thus, she makes it 

diflicult for her audience to clearly or easily assess the gender of a charactn by 

\'vay of their sex organs. This point emphasizes for Thorneycroft's audience that 

sex organs are fallible tools for determining gender. Thorneycroft's continuaI 

challenge of the boundaries of sexual definition has not been universally accepted 

with open arms. Indeed, for many people she is considered a controversial, if not 

mentally unstable, artist for exploring these very issues, though these issues are 

cf'rtainly not nf'W to the worle! of art. 24 

Thornf'ycroft grf'w up in a military family, and lived in a numbcr of 

difTcrf'nl placf's during her formative years. Living on military bases, she onen 

played in wooded areas. Her father was a pilot, and later on her brother becamc 

one too. Her molher worked in the home, as many military wives then <lid. In 

her infancy Thorneycroft was hospitalized a number of times. Many of the 

22 Although Thorl1eycroft did produce photographs of androgynous characters from the 
beginning. she eventually abandoned the hermaphrodite and concentrated on androgyny. 
Thof\wycrofïs \H)rk \\-ith the concept of androgynv rdlcC!s the trend in the last fe\\' decadcs "to 
m·erride ... binary thinking altogether. [\Vomen artists'] work and use of 'androgym" stress the lack 
of fixed gender positions. rather th an the mixing togethn of two poles. This assumption of 
androgn1\' as a position which permits us to think outsidc binan' pairs has the potential to (Teatc 
Iibnating roI es for \\'omen artists" (~leskimmon 1996: 1 :H). 
2:l \\'hneas hermaphrodicity is often associated with biological sex and sex organs. androgyny is 
associatcd \\-ith gendcr and the de-emphasis of sex organs. sc(' discussion of sex and gcndcr in 
Chapter 1. 
21 Sec pages 4 ï -18 for furthcr discussion of this point. 
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totems and the!1les in her \\ork arc inspircd by childhood !1lc!1lories. F()r illstance. 

she uses planes in images ofÎwr brother and Lttlwr. The photo,!.!,raphs that depict 

I1lcdical tcchllolop;y \H'W. al lcasl inilially. influcnccd by her e:\perienc('~ ill 

hospitals as a young child. Tht' details ofThonleycroft's biography can only 1)(' 

taken so far in interpreting meaning from her photographs. They are only an 

entry point for the viewer,just as they are the initial inspiration for a photograph 

for Thorneycroft.25 Besides memory being a tenuous archive, Thorneycroft oftt'n 

admits that much of what she depicts in her photographs are products of her 

imagination. Sorne aspects ofher sets are completely arbitral)' or imagined 

(Thorneycroft 1991). 

Diana Thorneycroft began photographing herselfbt'cause, according to 

her artist statemt'nt for Touching: 'The Self, she could not affonl to pay !1lodcls. 

Looking at the photographs of herself she was fascinated by ho\\" her body seemed 

to be able to "suggest different characters" (Ruttan 1991 :32). She sa\\" that her 

androgynous build could look both male and female. Sht' also sa\\" rcsemblanccs 

between herselfand other members ofher family. The possibilities ofplaying 

with difffTent characters excited her and she began taking photographs \vith, in 

her own words, sexual props and masks that accentuated the similarities she sa\\" 

(Thorneycroft 1991). The masks she wore wen' made from photographs of 

different family members (see Plates 1,2, and 6). As Barthes and many others 

have noted, the photograph represt'nts the adw'nt of oneself as other (19B 1). For 

Thorneycroft, the full meaning ofthis statement is true. That is, she secs herself 

l'rom outside, as an other, but she also sees herselfas another person entirely. 

Perhaps, then, Barthes statement could be amended in the following way: the 

photograph is the advent of myself as others. Thorneycroft not only slips outside 

to view herself~ but to vie\".· her selves. 

25 Smith and \\'atson argue similarlv of Tracey Emin's \\'ork (2002). "Emin's assemblage enacts 
multiple autobiographical performances in both visual and "erbal modes. The bed bccomes a 
memory museum to a specifie time and place in her pas!. These mau'rial artifacts sccmingly allest 
to her authentic citation of her past" (2002: 1). I\laterial artifacts "t'mit an aura of authcnticity." 
while they arc orIen uscd as decoys or in imaginative \\'a\'s Ihal run contrar\' 10 thcir histor\' 
(Ibid:3). 
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TIWr!1cycroft"s clllphasis on the secondary :-;c:\ual ('hara('lcri:-;li('~ of l1<'r 

~ubi('cts sccms 10 encourage "Ihe cyl' of the othcr" ,BnIllIHT 1 ~)() 1: 1 (). Bru11lH'r 

rckr~ lilcrally lu Ihe cyl' that ol~jectifics. bul IUIHkr~I;Il](1 Th()r!1cy('roll'~ \\()rk a~ 

cncouraging anuther eye; the mind's cyc, one's imagination. 'l'hus, 

Thorneycroft's audience is called upon to both objectif y and subjectif y her. Ht'r 

audience must imagine a biography for the subject in the photograph; they art' 

asked to transcend her immanence. While the appart'nt biological sex ofher 

subjects is salient, the viewer is asked to wonder about the sul~ject's identity far 

beyond sex. What is the history of this subject who is represented in such an 

abnormal way, for example, in bondage (see Plate 7), or in an F-18 mask ~see Plate 

8)? The history of this subject "is buried as if undt'r a la)'t'r of snow" (Kracauer 

1995:51). The uncoveringofthis history is left to the imagination of the audience. 

Diana Thorneycroft has adopted her body as sculptural matnial from 

which sht' builds identities. In this sense, she trcats ht'rst'If as both ol~jt'ct and 

subject ofher work. She sees herself as both an other and as a manipulable 

object. Astrid Brunner noted similarly: "The oft-discusst'd distinction of 

'subject/object' (of 'man/woman') is continually broken dO\\I1 by the simple 

device of the artist photographing herseIr' (1991: 1 0). Through photography 

Thorneycroft is able to record her performance of diflàent identitit's. In fact, 

Thorneycroft herself refers to her photo sessions as perfi:>rmances (Ruttan 1991). 

Élisaht'th \Vettnvvald has also noted photography's ability to infinitely rcproducc 

performanccs (2002). The theatricallighting in her photographs also cmphasizes 

tht' 'actt'd out' nature of her identities. 

In an issue of Parachute (No. 1 05,January-March 20(2), the contributors 

explore the concepts of self-fashioning and autofiction. The contributors argut' 

convincingl)' that people necessarily take on "mcaning in relation to the other" 

(Puntbriand 2002:6; cf. Egan 1999, Eakin 1999).2G A fictioll ('/linges from the 

meeting of self and other. This fiction is crt'ated through the process of the self r{'­

imagining itselfby appropriating elements of the other. This l'an be dOl1c by 

l'; Tht> st>lf is alrt'ad\" st>lf and other, howe\'er, in this case the other ma\ 1)(' Olwst'If (that is. 
genuineh' st>cn as other). 
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"c:";plorillg dl\' :-,('11\ 0\\ Il strangcllcss." as ThurlwylTo!'J 111'<11"1> dODo (lI h> 

appropriating "fragments ofothcrs and our surroundillg<' Ibid. TIlt' (,()lltribuJors 

argue that the (,ol1t\'lllporary cxccss of imagery IH'ITssarih neates Illally optiolls 

for rc-illlagining the self. That is to say, people arc do(,ul1H'ntcd. in photographs 

and on video, fairly regularly. It is safe to guess that most people own several 

hundred photographs of themselves and have likely been the subject of at least a 

few home videos. Therefore, people have many opportunities to examine their 

image, to reflect on how they have been represented, and ho\\' this has changed 

over their lifetime. As weil, they can imagine how they would like to change their 

image, how they would like ta be represented in future documentations, hO\,\' they 

could be other. Thus, identity formation is fundamentally diflèrent 

contemporarily as we have so many more opportunities to \'ic\\' our mnl image 

and ta use these images ta reflect upon who we are. Photography, then. 

contributes to "novel configurations of personhood, sclf.knmdedge and truth" 

(Lury 1998:2). Autofiction and practices of self.fashioning \\'ill be taken up in 

greater detail in Chapter 3. 

OEUVRE: BODIES OF/INWORK 

The photographs discussed in this project draw from Diana 

Thorneycroft's four main solo exhibitions (Touching: The Se!J; a slow remembering, 

slytod and Diana 77lOmeymifl: 77ze body) ils Lesson and camoujlage). The photographs 

exhibited in each show are similar in style and lighting lt'chnique. HO\\'C\'(>r, the 

content of the photographs in each exhibition have taken up difTerent, but rclatcd, 

themes. The first, Touching: Ihe Self, focuses mainly on "family" portraits. These 

photographs overtly investigate identity, for example by taking up questions of 

androgyny, bisexuality, Freud's Oedipus CampI ex and gender-typing. In her next 

body of work, a slow l'emembering, Thorneycroft began to more c\carly depict 

confinement or, what sorne considcr, bondagc (sec Plates 9 alld 10). She IJegall tu 

use a wider array of techniques of masking the f~lCe, such as veils or masks, \\'hich 

completely hid facial features, like, the F-18 mask (Plate Bi. In slytod she llScd 

animal carcasses and remains more often in her sets (sec Plate 7) and Ic)r 

costuming (see Plate II J. She briefly used mockls f(')f sorne of the photographs 
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exhibitcd in s{y/od (I()f cxamplc~ Plate 1:2,. SIH' did Ilot continuc to u~(' n]()dl'!~, 

ho\\"!'\'cr. bccausc she did not likc bcing bchind Ill<' ('anWfa \\hn(' sil<' hat! morc 

('ontrol m'Cr the outcomc of the photograph Lllright :Z(){)() , Final". ill 'litt /J{)(b'. 

it,\ fessoll and cmnozdlage, shc made rncdical imager: ('onl1ated \\'ith tortufe hn t()('us 

(for example, Plate 13). Here Thorneycroft rarely used prosthetics or traclitional 

masks, although she frequently blinded herself with medical gauze. 

Thorneycroft's earlier work appears to address identity playfully. In her 

later works it seems easier to eonclude that the images are constructed l'rom 

traumatie childhood memories, than to say that she is cngaging in play. Cri tics, l 

believe, prefer to conclude that her images, particularly those depicting 'torture', 

are inspired by memories beeause it is much too upsetting to suggest that they are 

figments ofher imagination or, worse yet, fantasies. By insisting on memory as 

inspiration, rather than imagination, critics can cmphasize the artistic nature of 

Thorneycroft's work. It is somehow easier to cali hcr an artist \'\'hcn her images 

are not considered erotie but are instead recrcations of trauma. Second, it is 

upsetting to think that Thorneycroft imagined thcse l'vents herself rather than 

being the unfortunate vietim of them. 

As Vicki Goldberg (2000) and many othns have noted, Thorneycroft's 

work takes issue with boundaries. T ransgressing the boundaries of identity is 

Thorneycroft's overt way of transgressing the boundaries of comfort, the 

boundaries of art (for example between artist and audience), and the boundaries 

of fact and fiction. As Goldberg points out, Thorncycroft is not the tirst to cross 

these lines. Nevertheless, she is still considered ('xtremely provocatin' and 

controversial, partieularly in reviews found in newspapers. 2ï Goldberg thinks this 

is so because Thorneyeroft violates "viewers['s] cxpectations of respect fèJf 

privacy ... insisting that onlookers con front their own fantasies while they confront 

the photographer's" (2000: 14). This confrontation makes most vic\\lTS 

uncomfortable in a way they have not experienccd Iwfèxc. 

Thorneycroft's transgressing, stretching. and dismantling of boundarics 

t'oheres perfectly, in my opinion, with questions of gender identity. Her mO\'C 

17] nolt' t'xamp]t's oflht'st' bt']ow. 



l'rom carlin iJ1\Tqigalion~ or ~(,xllal id('ntity in lwr photograph~ Ihal cmphasiz('d 

sexual organs using pro~tlwli('s \0 her later. more <llldrog'yllous dt'-cl11phasis or 

sexual organ~. d('!l10llslrales Ihal gClld('r and sC\.lIal ()ricnlali()n ar(' 1101 binaristic 

constructs. The concepb t'xisl on a continuulIl. or in ~lIrrcalisl tCrIns, arc about 

in-betweeness.28 Recent theorizations of sexual orientation and gender by 

psychologists have considered both concepts dialectically (Crooks & Baur 2002). 

For example, one's gender is a matter of personal identification, which stems from 

one's personal ratio of femininity and masculinily. A person who is androgynous 

is not unfeminine or unmasculine, but instead is a person who exhibits the 'best' 

characteristics ofboth enos of the spectrum. 29 Thorneycroft's photographs 

emphasize the in-betweenness of identity: identification is always in degrees, like 

points on a continuum. 

Images that depict sex and violence, even for the infrequent museum 

visitor, are hardly new to anyone's imagescape. }mked, sex and violence are the 

stock and trade of fashion magazines and advertising. l'hus, Thorneycroft's work 

is not shocking for its content alone. Rather, her photographs disturb the viewer, 

in part, because they are self-portraits. Many viewers have difficulty with her 

work bec au se it forces them to contemplate whether Thorneycroft gets pleasure 

by presenting herself in this manner to an anonymous public. The coupling of 

pleasure with taboo is exciting for sorne, but unsettling for many. "Vith 

photographs, typically, one does not have the luxury of denying the event took 

place, as with paintings. The vie\\'er must aceept these c\'ents took place, and in 

Thorneycroft's case, by choiee. Viewers, too, are not accustomed to seeing 

women pretending to be men. Both cross-dressing and sex reassignment surgery 

are more common in the male to female direction (Crooks & Baur 2002). U nlike 

Cindy Sherman's portraits ofhnself as men, ail ofThorncycroft's depictions arc 

2H As Mary Ann Caws clarifies. "One of the primary inven tions of tll{' sU!Tealist imagination is the 
in-between state of the s\\'inging door between in and ouI. night and dm. dcath and life ... the 
surrealist worle! is an in-bct\\'ccnncss ail its m\"l1" (2000:20). That is. onp arca of interpst for 
surrealism is the space in-bet\\Tt'n things or states of bcing. 
2'1 Similarly, spxual orientation is detcrmined using t\\'o continua: degree of attraction to other sex 
partners and degrpe of attraction to same sn: partners ( :rooks & Baur 20()21. For examplc. 
someone high on both scales is consid{')'ed bisexual. and someOl1(' lm\ on the same sex scale and 
high on thp othpr spx scalp is considt>red hptprospxual. 
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lInc]m]ml. \wln :llr ~lh\iln in ~flInr \UI. ~lIlnrr~i\r cL :\lrJ)on:tlrl ~()(l] . 
, , 

Thus. Thorncycroli potcntially il1\'adcs anothcr COmf(lrt zone in this regard. Hn 

\\illingness to probe hn kars and bntasics. t() barc her body and soul.<!ouhh self:' 

cxposcdj, to place hcrself in ndncrable position:--. and tu makI' ail of this a 

spectacle, is perhaps what upsets and confuses viewers. lt is also extremely 

courageous and, in my view, honourable, because she raises so many questions 

concerning identity and agency, which will be taken up in Chapter 3. 

SELECTED RESPONSES FROM CRITICS 

Sincr her first exhibition of photographs, Touching: 77ze Self, exhibited l'rom 

1991 until 1993, Thorneycroft's work has been at the centre of a number of public 

dcbates concerning pornography, obscenity, and public funding for the arts. 30 

Popular discussion ofher work has focussed on, for the most part, the 

controversial nature and reception ofher work, rather than attempting a critical 

engagcment v\'ith the issues Thorneycroft presents. There are notable exccptions 

to this; acadcmics such as ~1artha Langford havc produced thoughtful critiques of 

Thorneycroft's work. 31 However, the number ofwriters who are willing to cngage 

Thorneycroft's work are few and far between. Even some of the more thoughtful 

articles on Thorneycroft remain stuck on discussing why her work is contro\'Crsial. 

For example, Goldberg discusses the history of photography and transgrcssion to 

try to explain why Thorneycroft is controversial. Vet she never moves far bcyond 

this point to intnprct any photographs in particular or to suggest other ".ays into 

her \\'ork (2000). Granted, this project does focus in a substantial \vay on why 

Thorneycroft's work is controversial, but 1 do so as a way of suggesting thc need 

for c10sure on this issue, and also as a way ofdigging deeper into the potential 

meanings ofThorneycroft's work. 

:10 l mention thcsc debates sinee they are the ones relevant to thc photographs l will discuss in this 
thesis. HOWC\Tr. with r('sp('et to som(' of h('r mor(' recent work. shI' has becn attackcd rt'garding 
censorship and copyright issues. For example. somc of hn dra\\'ings of familiar childrcll's 
telcvision characters. such as Rnt from Sesame Street. could not bc cxhibited in Canada. but \\"('re 
fcatmcd in an exhibit entitlcd l/lf'/z,a/ Ail in :'\c\\' York. Indccd. l ha\T come to \,"onder if 
Thonw\'Croli has ostcnsibly I)('cn labclled a 'contro\"nsial artist' and that to a certain ('xtcnt hn 
\\'ork \\"ill be intcrpreted through this Icns ln" most of her rC\"ic\,"ns. 
:,1 For cxample. sec Langford's "In the Playground of Allusion" (1 9<lHl. 
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ln thi~ ~ecti()n 1 \\il! not !()('us f'xclu~i\'Ch on \\hether or n()t her \\()rk i~ 

c()ntr()\'er~ial. Rather. 1 \\ill suggest sorne reaS()!1S \\h;- discussioll has h('('!1 

clircc!cd !his \\ay. 1 \lill considcr \\'hy discussioll ()fîwr \\ork has 1)('('11 displaccd 

hy cx!cnc!cd, and unproductin', debates on its ('ontrovcrsiality. \Iy argulllCn! is 

that Thorneycroft's audience's discomfort with her photographs has sidetracked 

engagement \vith the issues she raises into such questions as to whether her work is 

too obscene to exhibit in public institutions or if it is erotica masqucrading as art. 

Effectively, the vast majority oflay cri tics have not arrived at the stagc of f'ngaging 

her work; they have remained one step removed in a domain obsessf'd with 

propriety and the maintenance of the traditional boundarif's affine art practice. 32 

Although sorne discussion ofThorneycroft's work has appcarcd in the 

popular press, her work has not received much attention in academia. This is in 

part because she has only been exhibiting since 1987. Howevcr, her \\"ork has 

been trf'ated relatively extensively in newspapers. 1 hope the argument proflèred 

here will contribute to a growing body ofliteratun: on Diana Thorneycroft and 

offer a new avenue into her work that avoids the reductive readings characteristic 

of man)' of her reviewers by instead engaging the 'difficult' issues of androgyny, 

hermaphrodicity, gender identity, and sexuality. As weil, in Chapter 3, 1 USf' 

Thorneycroft's oeuvre as a way of examining the usefulness of autofiction. 1 

would argue that Thorneycroft's self-portraits always carry an undcrtone of 

agency, of performative sdf-fashioning. 

The usual revif'\'\' of Thorneycroft's work includes a dry rctelling of the 

exhibition (granted in newspapers this is somewhat typical), wherf'in the lllf'dium 

is named and the f'xhibition space is described. The author often alludes to 

Thorneycroft's past or present involvement in controversies. If the re\'iews discuss 

the artwork at ail the)' typicall)' say it is "challenging," "inexplicable." "difficult," 

and su Ull. Rardy do the anides arrive at the puint uf discussillg possible 

meanings or offt'ring interpretations of the work. In sorne cases. thc articles 

include short quotes from the artist's statement. \lost often the qUO!!' chosen is 

l~ As !lot cd pn'\'iollsl\' therc arc cxccptiolJs to this, Ilotabh- eSS<l\'S hy ~Iartha Lallgf()J'(1 : 19(8). 
Robert Enright (200!)). and Chris Townsmc! (1998). HO\\{,\,cr. 1 maintain that the Illajority of 
critics haw not cngaged \\'ith hcr \\ork criticallv. 
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the onc rcgarding "our inherent bisexual condition:' Irom Iwr lir~t arti~t 

statcmcnt or 1 ~)91. It S(Tnh that I()r sorne rcYie\\ns her allusi()n t() hi"exualit\ 

somcho\\ hclps explain the confùsing images she ('onstnl<'t~ in Iwr photographs. il 

AsJudith Butler put it "the pCTrOrmanct' ofgendn sU])\(T"ion l'an indicatc 

nothing about sexuality or sexual practice" (1999:xiv). That is, "the distribution of 

hetero-, bi-, and homo-inclinations cannot be predictably mapped onto the travels 

of gender bending or changing" (Ibid). 

Ann Duncan's article, "They're Willing to Take Chances in St. 

Hyacinthe," provides a typical example ofhow Thorneycroft's \\'ork has been 

taken up by journalists and art critics writing for dailies (Duncan 1995). Duncan's 

review of the group exhibition, Le déchirement des anges (Ibid:I5 J. at Expression 

Gallery in St. Hyacinthe, Quebec, proceeds in the lollo\\'ing \\'ay: 1) she begins 

(before naming the exhibit) that Expression is known lor "putting on gutsy, risk­

taking exhibitions," thus priming her readers for a rt'ading of Thorneycroft as 

controversial; 2) shI' names Thorneycroft and notes she made a "Elscinating" 

series of black and white self-portraits; 3) she prou'eds to critiqut' the hanging of 

tht' show and the exhibition space; 4) returning to Thorneycroft, Duncan nott's 

again that Thorneycroft makes self-portraits which are "bizarrt''' and "surreal", a 

mixture of the "inexplicable", and that in sorne cases Thorncycro/t "portrays 

herself as a man" using her "strangely ambiguous body"; 5) she uses another 

paragraph to describe the exhibition space; 6) to conclude she congratulatcs the 

curator IVlichel Grokau for taking su ch a risk in exhibiting this shO\\' (ibid). 

Duncan never really explains what is risky about the show. The onl)' piecc of 

evidence that Duncan ofTers to her audience is that Thornt'ycroft cross-dresses. 

In another review, by Vivi an Tors, entitkd "Bodil)' Paradox," Tors 

reviews Thorneycroft's rt'trospective exhibition, Diana 77zomeyo41: nie borry, ils 

lnsoll mul wlIlOu.flage, at the Canadian Museum ofColltemporary Photography 

(2001). Tors attempts to ofTer sorne insight into the l11t'anings of the photographs 

and encourages her readers to try to go beyond \Vhat is initially "sick" and 

Ti Or rathn. thf' rf'\"i('\\'cr's lack of UndtTstanding of biscxualit\" disallO\\s them am' seg\1t' into the 
\\"ork, 
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"inlùriatiJ1g!ly] élmbigulo\ls]". She statc~ that \\ hile y()U Illight 1('('1 "repel!ledj"" h: 

the photos. ifyou put sonw clfort in you might "begil1" t() se(' the "il1tegrity" of 

the \\\)rk (lhirl. Thcsc t\H) rc\'ic\\'s charactcrizc the t l'l'a t J1](,11 t or ThOlïH 'yno!i il1 

nc\\'spapers and online re\'iews. They super/iciall: el1gage the matniaL and IClClIS 

upon either the dilliculty of understanding Thorneycroft's work, the controversial 

nature ofher work, or both. 

Thorneycroft's most controversial exhibition was lvionstmnce (1999), an 

installation of decaying rabbit carcasses in a forest. The installation was designed 

to question "the apparent contradiction between nature's insistt'ncl" on rt'turning 

lifeless bodies to earth, and humankind's fascination with and rl"VfTl"ncl" for 

preserved bodily remains" (Canada Council for the Arts, Sept. 1999). The public 

outrage was so great that the Canada Council li)r thl" Arts Iélt they had to issue 

four press releases to justify their funding of her work. 3-i The press rekascs 

addressed questions posed to the council including: "Is this art?" and "why should 

the Canada Council fund this kind of thing?" (Ibid). A n'\'iC\\ of the press relcases 

makes clear that the Council did not defend her \·vork so much as the)' defended 

their selection process.35 ln the end, the Council statl"d that they fundl"d her 

because of the scope ofher work and her reputation as an artist. The)' do not 

ever address the merit of her work, but simply suggt'st that art is about "beaut)' 

and truth, but [that] the truth is not necessaril)' beautiful" (Canada Council lè)r 

the Arts, Nov. 1999). 

Cp to this point 1 have alluded to a numbn ofthc rcasons \\'hy 

Thornl"ycroft's work is interpreted as controversial. And li)r most of these 1 have 

countered by saying the charges brought against hl"r are unfair: nudity is not new, 

bondagt' is not new, nor is transgression, gendn play, and so on. Some writfTs 

havl" suggested rt'asons why Thorneycroft's work is contro\'crsiaL and two of thcsc 

are worth closer cOllsi(]('ratioll. The first suggestioll was ofli .. rcc! by \ïcki 

.H Possibly morl' than .1, thl'sl' arl' thl' OI1('S 1 found still jlostcd on the Interne!. 
3.-' Thcreforl'. one could read bl't\\'een the linl's that the)' rt'grt'tted fllnding her. but must stick to 
tht'ir (llsualh-) l'fTl'cti\'t' bllrl'aucratic proCl'sSl's of sl'Iectioll. 
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(;oldbcrg !20(0).)() Golclbcrg argues that \\hat r('lllail1~ tral1~gT('~~i\(' i~ the \lay III 

\lhich Thofl1t'ycroft impingcs upon pcoplc's c()]lll!)]"t ZOIll'.'7 SIl<' do('~ thi~ Ily 

"violating \'ic\\'ersl'sl cxpectatiol1S or pri\'acy" ln "il1~i~ting that ()1l1()()ktT~ 

con/font t1wir. .. fantasies" (ibid: 14). l han' alrcady discussn\ ~()Ill(' or thc \lays in 

which Thorneycroft does both these things. 

The second suggestion was ofTered by Jan Allen in the curatorial essay for 

77ze Female Imaginary (1994-95). Allen makes an argument similar to Goldberg's: 

Thorneycroft arouses anger by forcing her viewers to probe their own 

"psychological space," since the photographs "destabilize the sexual identity of the 

viewer," and thus "provok[e] unacceptable desire" (1994:14). Essentially, Allen 

concludes, the "Ioss of sexual difference" is the most disturbing aspect for 

Thorneycroft's audience (Ibid). That is, the inability of her viewers to distinguish 

between the male and female, masculine and kminine characters in the 

photographs undermines the sex and gender schemas her vie\\'ers have used to 

build their own identities. 

NUDES AND NAKEDS 

l would argue that part of the reason wh)' Thorne)'croft's \\'ork is 

controversial is related to the fact that the photographs are nakeds. Quickly. th en 

l will draw a distinction between nudes and nakeds. l will also define the obscene 

body, since charges of obscenity have been lodged against Thorneycroft. In her 

book, 77ze Female Nude: Art, Obsceniry and Snualiry ~.1992), Lyn(ia :'\ead ex plains that 

the nude is historical, academic, singular, and C'xclusi\T. Drawing on ::\cad's 

distinction, McDonald states that the nude is the "body in representation" 

(McDonald 2001: 1). The "transformation from the naked to the nude is thus the 

shift l'rom the actual to the ideal" (l'\ead 1992: 14). Therefore, the nakt'd is what 

the nude is not: a real person, with a historical and social context. For ::\ca(L the 

naked is frecr from mediatioll, il is libnaled (Ibir/: 1 5). From lhis d,finilioll wc l'an 

;1; \Vhile 1 do have sorne problerns with this article. \\hich appeared in the catalogue for 
Thorneycroft's retrospective exhibition. Coldberg dot·s oO'er a useful interpretation, Sc(' pagcs ,11-
'15 for a short discussion of Goldbt'rg's article, 
'" Hen' Goldberg basicalh' irnplies that transgn>ssion makes for contronTsL and thus. 
Thorneycrofïs transgressive moves are \\'hat makI' her \\ork contrO\'ersial. 
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sec that :\"ead wishes to IT\alliC thc naked.'B Thl' o!J~("ene !Joch i~ Ha bod\ 
, , 

\\'ithout borc1ers or contaillnH'nl.·· it "1l1()\T~ and ar()ll~C~ the yie\\l'r rather than 

bringing about stillness and \\h()I('ncss" as a nwk d()('~ Ibid:'2 . 

Thorneycroft's photographs, theref()f('. arc naknls. Hcr charactcrs are 

often of real people, the model, in most cases, is named and there is historical and 

social information available. ~ot only are Thorneycroft's photographs nakeds, 

which are not as easily accepted into the canon of fine art, they are nakecls of 

herself. That is, she has chosen to portray hersclf in a challenging \\"ay. \Vhen the 

artist is also the model, as with self-portraiture, this asserts "that the nude is the 

artist, notjust an unnamed 'model' to be vie\\"ed as an object procluced by the 

artist on the canvas" (Meskimmon 1996:2). According to Meskimmon. 

historically: 

The power of the artist (usually male) O\Tr the nude female model was 
multiple; he had economic control, 'aesthetic' or representational control 
and social control within the economy of the studio. vVhen women artists 
approached the subject of the nude f('male in representation, they 
frequently subverted these power poli tics by representing themselves. This 
confounds the simple constructions of the difference between the subject 
and the object of the \\"ork (the woman artist is both) and forecloses on the 
tradition al clisempowerment of the fè-male nude (lbid:2). 

Thus, it is easy to see why her photographs arc controversial, but also why they 

are potentially liberating. As \\"cll, it is possible to say, given the discussion of 

ambiguity (see Chapter 1), that Thorneycroft's photographs arc ohsc('l1c. Their 

placement within the realm of the obscene (as traditionally defined) suggests 

another reason why her photographs are contr()\'ersial. She is not merely naked, 

her photographs push or even lack boundaries. For many people, it is much more 

challenging to unclerstancl why an artist \,,'ould choose to represent herself in 

transgressive ways, ways that might be used to cira,,' conclusions about her 

identity. Il is casier for sornc vinnTS lU ac("cpl Ilaknls prodllced lISillg hired 

models, since one can condude that the modcl(si hat! littk control O\'Cr the \\"ay 

they were clepictecl (which, of course is a tcnuous idea). 

:lH Otht>r writt>rs havt> a1tt>mptt>d a similar n'\"aluation. for n;ample lkrgf'r (19ï2.', 
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To complicate thinp,~ further. Thor!1eycro!i ha~ not ~imply 11l1dr('~~ed and 

laid herst>lfupon a 1)('d. Hcr poses arc ~trikinp, and illlposinp,: she op('n~ her legs. 

and rl'presents hcrsclfïn tahoo situation:- Plat('~ .-1. ï. and H. That an artist 

would choose to present hersclfthis "'a)' lu the public is c1carly challcnging I(lr 

many viewers. Thus, the obvious conclusion, I(lr some, is that only someone who 

is mentally unstable or trying to pull a fast one (trying to make a mockery of art 

galle ries, contemporary art or public funding) woule! do such a thing. Either way, 

the conclusion is that the work should not be in a gallery, nor be publidy funded. 

THE UNSPEAKABLE 

Another reason why her work may be consideree! controversial is that it 

gives voice to the unspeakable. It is somewhat obvious at this point in the 

discussion why 1 woule! argue this. However, to rcturn brief1y to an earlier 

example, the unspeakable nature of her work is made quite evident in the review 

by Duncan, who describt'd hC'r work as "inexplicablt''' (1995). In the following 

section 1 will discussJudith Butlcr's notion of the unspl'akable as it relates to 

Thorneycroft's work. 1 argue that her forcC'ful representations emphasize the 

ostensible slippage between the (unattainablc) ideal of a coherent iclentity, and the 

everyclay circumstances and bodies people live \\·ith and use to communicate. 

Butler's theory of tht' performativity of gender is elaboratee! in her book 

Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subl'ersion (?lIdenti{y ( 1990), where she clefines the 

heterosexual matrix, which aligns sC'x, genckr and desire in a rigid and 

naturalizing manner. This matrix enables certain identities to be spoken \,,-hile 

others remain unspeakable. Among these unspcakable identities are 

Thorneycroft's images of hermaphrodites. 39 Bu tler problematizes gender, arguing 

for its performative quality: her troubling of genckr extends, however, to other 

categories ofidentity, induding sex and race. Butler argues convincingly against 

:l" It is llsefllL however difficult. to c1arify my point. The representations that Thorneycroft 
produced are of identities that haw (literally) been spoken. but are largeh' still (pragmaticalh') 
llnspeakablt'. Clearly, \VI' ("annot t'ven talk about truh 1I1lspeakahlc identities since this \Vould he 
impossible linguisticalh·. Thornc\<Toft"s repn>s('ntati()n~'. ho\\e\TL are of rarely spoken identities. 
of identities not acknowledged in "the ordinary" and "the C\{']y<!,\\···. Flirthermore. once the\ 
have beell "spoken ". man, peoplt' remain 1I11\"illing (0 "'Iwak about"· them. 
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the idca that sex is PIT-culturaL \l,hile gcndcr i~ <"Idtural. Bolh. "he argues. arc 

prodllCls of the malrix and hence an' cultural. 

ln the preEuT published in the 1 <J()\) (,dit ion or (;CIlr/a 1 roI/hie. Butin 

discusscs the nen! tu open up possibilities li)r iden tities that arc" 'impossible', 

iIlegible, unrealizable, unreal, and iIlegitimatc" (Butin 1 999:vii.); a message she 

hoped to have made clear in her text, Pllblishcd tcn years carlier. In arguing to 

open up possibilities, Butler clarifies that she is not sanctioning or condoning any 

and aIl subversive or minority identities. Ho\Ycvn, for her, it is important that "we 

ought to be able to think them before wc come to an)' kinds of conclusions about 

them" (Ibid). In a passage that helped solidify my position with regard to the 

treatment of Thorneycroft's work, Butler states: 

\Vhat worried me most [while writing (;CIlder Trouble] were the ways that 
the panic in the face of such practices rcndered them unthinkable. Is the 
breakdown of gender binaries, for instance, so monstrous, so frightening, 
that it must be held to be definitionally impossible and heuristically 
precluded l'rom an)' effort to think gendn? (Ibid:vii). 

The heterosexual matrix is productive of identities but also constitutes 

what is thinkable, meaning \vhat can be represented or spoken. Identities are 

created, and are thus made kgible and intelligible. through culture. 

Thorneycroft's work c1earl)' speaks of and for bodies that are not part of the 

matrix. But given what \\'e know about the responses to her project, 1 am curious 

to know ""hether she is actually destabilizing the matrix. \Vhile she can bring into 

visual culture representations that rub against various norms. it seems that a 

significant portion of her audience does not engage with the representations. In 

Thorneycroft's case, it is clear to me that the m<~jority ofher audience is more 

interested in the fact that her work is controvcrsial, than in its social value or the 

questions it rais('s. A large part ofher audience remains one step removed l'rom 

the rl'prcscntatiulls. ill a sarer zone connTlln) \\ ith discussing Ihat her work is 

controversial rather than why it is controw'fsial. Discussing why it is controversial 

would require th(, discussant to question her/his idcntity, something that is 

unspeakable \Yithin the heterosexual matrix. Art' the rl'presentations produced by 

Thorneycroft literally unthinkable, unspcakabk. and unablc to 1)(' engag'cd? Is 
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"lIch panic incitcd by her trollbling the binari('~ ofïdentity that "primar) 

('llgagclllcllt" is completely prccllldcd fi'om po"sibility! Dues her alidiclHT Llck 

the \ocabulary and ('onceptual framc\\orb to rccognize and engage \\ ith I)('r 

idC<lS'?lO The l)ualitati\'t, nature or some or the rcsponscs to her \\'orb - rclatcd tu 

public funding, censorship, obscenity and indecency - suggest that many critics, 

even some critics who have been trained in art history and identity politics, tend 

toward a secondary engagement. Can Thorneycroft's attempts to question the 

matrix only be interpreted as deviations from it, rather th an as the possibility of 

new, alternative or difTerent and parallel matrices? 

As 1 hope to have shown, the great richness ofThorneycroft's work leaves 

its interpretation fairly wide open. Indeed, she states herself that she hopes her 

audience will come up with unanticipated or contradictory readings of her \\()rk 

(Brandt et al. 1994). The communicative amplitude ofher work is just one reason 

why writing and discussing it is so valuable. In a time when many people prefà 

telcvision to the local gallery, it is great to have an artist that draws attention to 

the art world and brings people into the gallery.-fl Besides, one of the great 

indicators of art's power, for me, is its ability to challenge popular modes of 

thought, and to elicit fundamental questions about the discourse itselL The 

curator for Nlonstrance, Louise May, when faced with responding to the \'andalism 

ofThorneycroft's installation noted that at the very least Thorneycroft's work \\'as 

able to "excit[e] the public imagination" (ww",.cbc.ca 1999).42 HOWe\Tr, 1 \HHlld 

also argue that one orthe most valuable aspects of Diana Thorneycroft's work is 

its insistent and consistent production of images that articulate the unspoken. or 

the rarely spoken. "Representation is always partial, yet its significance can be 

~I Pcrhaps, thCIL Thorneycroft"s photographs offer a wa\ 10 begin building a \'ocabulan and 
framework for speaking about the hitherto unspoken. 
41 Or, at least. people go online for a \,jrtual vipwing of hcr \HJrk. 
41 .\101151101/(( (1999) \Vas an installation Thornncroft mOllntpd in a \Vinnipeg forest. ROlting and 
dripd rabbit carcasses \Vere hllng from trees. ThornnTroft's intention \Vas to raisp questions \\'ith 
regard to the contradiction between the natural process or decomposition and peoplc's insis[('I1<T 
on prcsclying the dead. As weIl. she sought to bring attention to the ambivalent rclatiollship 
people haw \\'ith animaIs. In thl" case of rahbits. on thl" ont' hand they arc pets. on th(' othn. nwat 
<lyailablc al the blllcher shop. Thl" installation \\'as vandalis('(l on)y a 1'1"\\' days after \)eillg 
mounted. According to :\hy (1999). pl"ople assumed ThornC\croft's installation "'as d/>signl'd to 
shock. rathn than to addrl"ss social issues. 
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llle<!surecl hy Ihe ('xtenl to \\'hich it opens up 11('\\ Icrl'ilol'ie~. Ofl(Tinp; the \'ie\\<T 

the pleasurahk shock of l't'cognition of Ihe nC\\ly spokel1" l\lkl1 1 <)Q+:B-<). '1 h' 

":-;hock" l'cil in the presence of the 1w\\'ly spokell is \\hy Thonw\(Toli l'Clllain:-; 

Conll'O\'t'l'sial. 

The next chapter looks at how Thorneycroft's work can be used to 

examine the distinction between autobiography and autofiction, how it exhibits 

practices of self-fashioning, and how it negotiates autobiographical agency. 
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CHAPTER :1: Al'TOFICTIO:\": SELF-FASHIO:\T\C 1:\ DIA:\"A 

'lHOR:\EYCR()FrS PHOTOGRAPHie SEIX-\>( )RIî{ArlS 

"11'(' 1/'\.1111111' Ihal filé jJroduces the autohiogmjJll)' as 1111 a(/ jmlli//(/'I i/.l iUI/SNjlll'l1Cl'S. hlll (1111 Il 'C 1/01 

sug[1,est, wilh equaljustice, Ihat the autobiograjJhical jJrojecl /lI1!}' itsefjproduce and detemzim Ihe Lijé Ilnrl 
that whatever the wnter does is injàct govemed by the technical demands qfse!ljJortraiture and thm 

determined, in aU ils asjJec /.5, bl' the mources rif his medium?" 

Paul de Man, ':4utobiograjJh)' as De-Facement," 1979:919 

"But the 'self 50 riften invoked in seffexpressive theones rif autobiogmjJh)' is not a noun, a thing-in-itseif, 
waiting to be materialized through the texl. There 1S no essential, original, coherent autobiograPhicaL self 

bifore the moment rif seffnarrating. Nor is the autobiograjJhicaL self exjmssiu in the sense thnt il is the 
maniféstation rif an intenonty that is somehow ontological{y whole, seamless, and '17m' ... .1n each 

instance, then, narrative pe1jàrmativity constitutes intenonty. 77l/l/ is, the intenority or self that is said to 
he prior to the autobiographical expression or rdfection is an efkct qf autobio.f1,mphical story/elling. " 

Sidonie Smith, "Pe1jàrmativity, AutobiograjJhical Pm(/iee, Resistance," 1998:108-109 

This ("hapter looks at what Celia Lury l'ails prostlwtic iclentity - the process 

by which mediated representations are appropriated into onc's self:'concept - as a 

way of theorizing the autofictional practices of self-fashioning expressed in Diana 

Thorneycroft's self-portraits. PaulJay discusses a similar process in his article, 

"Posing: Autobiography and the Subject ofPhotography" (1994); he argues that 

there is a creative and constitutive relationship betwecn image and identity. 

Lury's concept of prosthetic identity sheds light on \\'hether a distinction between 

autobiographical and autofictional practices can he made in a prosthetic culture 

or in a postmodern context. That is, contemporarily, is it more appropriate to 

speak of autofiction than autobiography? Ho\\' do autofiction and prosthetic 

identity ofTer opportunities for agency and acti\'ism through sdf-fashioning and 

performance? 

The theorization of autobiographical pnf()fInati"ity, discussn! in Chaptn 

l, troubles the traditional understanding of autobiography as the retlection of a 

pre-existing sul~ject. Rather, autobiographical pnf()fJllati\'ity suggests the sul~ject 

represented in the text is an efTect of the storytFlling rather than its impetus. The 

perf()rm,mcc or identity in artworks provides an excellent ('xample of 

autohiographical perf()rmativity in a non-literary 1()fIn of autobiography. The 
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interprctatiol1 ofthese art\\orks rcquires a l1ual1<Td 1I1](kr~tandil1g ()r 
autobiograph;, one that attends to the f~lCt that. I()]' man; allt()lJi()graplH'r~. 

autobiograph; is an imaginati\'e, self:'creative IIwdilim a mcdium that ha~ a 

tcnuous allcgiancc with f~lctualit)'. In many \\a;~. the perl(mnativc, 

autobiographical practices engaged by Diana Thorne)'croft, are better termed 

"autofictional". The subject created in the text is not a reflection, but an 

imaginative creation of the autobiographer. The sul~ject ma)' bear the same name 

or display itselfthrough the same body, but it is ne\\', an eHect of the text (cC 

Smith 1995). This new subject, in turn, speaks to the autobiographer in ways that 

facilitate, encourage, and suggest change in the originary su~ject. Thus a 

feedback loop exists between the autobiographcr and their self-representations. 

Since their self-representations have fictional, imaginative clements, they are 

perpetua]]y self-fashioning in an autofictional way.13 

PaulJay has argued in Being in the Text: .\e!FRepresenfationji'01n Wordsworth to 

Roland Barthes (1984) that ultimately it ma)' be impossible, and even pointless, to 

distinguish autobiography from autofiction. Howe\'t'r,1 argue that the term 

autofiction may be more effective in conveying the mcaning, and facilitating the 

interpretation, of autobiographies, particularly in a postmoclern context. Jay 

states "ifby 'fictional' we mean 'macle up,' 'created.' or 'imaginecl' - something, 

that is, which is literary and not 'real' - then wc haye merely defined the 

ontological status of any text, autobiographical or Ilot" (1984: 16). :'\evcrtheless, it 

is true that wh en told a text is autobiographicaL readcrs (or spcctators, or lis(cncrs) 

come to the text with a certain expectation; the text is about a real person, \'\'ho's 

real history, or a part ofit, is told in the text. They expect the texl to be somewhat 

transparent. \Nhile we know this is not true of most autobiographies, man)' cri tics 

continue to use the term "autobiography" in contexts \\'hen "autofictiol1" ",ould 

cnable a mure nuanccd illtl'rprctatioll uf dH' texl. l ~llgge~t llsillg the terril 

autobiography to describe Diana Thorne)'croh's \\ork f(m'c1oses the interprctation 

to a limited range of mcanings. Most often thesc intcrprctations disrcgard, or fall 

43 The concepl of aUloficlion has been brief1y discusscd in the Introduction and Chaptn 1 of this 
Ihesis, Furthn discussion is pro\'ided in a IaIn section of this chapler. 
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far l'rom, Thorncycroft's thesl's in her artist stat('lllt'Ilts alld illter\·ic\\s. Thl' tcrm 

"autofiction" allO\\s f()r a \\'idcr range of intcrpn'tatioll. \\hich abo I)t'tter accollnts 

f()r ThornnTrofù 0\\11 intentions \\ith the \\ork. ";\utobiography"' applics to her 

\\"Ork onl)' in its laosest sense. 

PROSTHETIC CULTURE 

The concept of a prosthetic culture is elaborated in a book that guided me 

toward this project, Prosthetic Culture: PhotogmPhy, A1emory, and Identity written by 

Celia Lury (1998). Lury's central daim is that technologies have supplemented 

the senses, increasing many of our capabilities, including our ability to 

remember. 44 Lury daims technologies (prostheses) are altering our consciousness, 

our subjectivity, and our bodies. The extension of memory enahled by 

photographs, she argues, has altered our conception of the self. For example, the 

encounter of images of oneself may encourage onc to re-fashion one's sclf:'identity. 

Her examination of photographs - a perceptual prosthesis - explorcs how they 

contribute to the (re)construction of self-identit). She argues, as wc increasingly 

rely on prostheses to do the work of memory for us, it is hard to say with complete 

confidence that we possess and control our identitiesY) Since autobiography relies 

on memory, it is crucial that we question how memory operates contemporarily. 

In Prosthetic Culture, Lury discusses man) conct'pts relevant to a discussion 

of autofiction, including experimental individualism and prosthetic biography . .J.6 

As weil, it will become c1ear that experimental indi\'idllalism is quitc similar to the 

notion of self-fashioning, and prostht'tic biography is in many \\'ays similar to the 

concept of autofiction. Lury introduces the concept of prosthetic hiography to 

account for the "performative self-understanding" charactt'ristic of the 

experimentation with identity in a prosthetic culture (1998:4). Experimental 

individualism is the re-fashioning, r('novation, and reconstruction of onesclf that is 

facililalcd by technologies. Il is truly sdf-expcrillll'lIt<ttioll. tht' disasscllIbling and 

re-assembling of the sclf For example, the eneountcr ofone's portrait ma)' 

encourage the adoption and latt'r adaptation of this image into onc's self-idt'ntity. 

44 Though Lur\' does not cite :\lcLuhan (196'1-). clearly he prc('cdcd hn 011 lhis point. 
.J.', cf. Locke's definition of memor\' discussed in the Introduction, 
+,; Both are discussed in the Introduction, 
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portrait (Ibid:24). As the ca~(' or Paul Ingram POillh out. C\'('1l 1lH'lllal images CUl 

('ontribute to a re-imagination or oneselL Il "\ï"lIalll1emory. tlit' 'rt'ading' of 

images l'rom the past - Iw they fixcc! in a photograph or fluid in the milld's eYf' -

can onen be integraI to the construction of identity in autobiographical works" 

Gay, 1994:191). As the Ingram case makes clear, "the act ofinterpretingvisuaI 

memories ... becomes integraI to the very construction of identity" (Ibid: 192). One's 

identity, then, can be reconstituted as a matter of taste (Lury 1998). LifestyIes may 

now be more preciseIy referred to as stylized Iivt's. 

As noted above, PauIJay has theorized the role of visual memory in written 

autobiography and in concqJts of self-identity in a way similar ta Lury. In his 

article, "Posing," Jay examines "the raIe of images in tht' construction of identity" 

(1994:203-204). Among other things, he argues, "the subject...comes to be 

defined by a photograph" (Ibid: 1 q l, italics in original). That is, there t'xists a 

"creative, constitutive relatianship ... between image and identity in 

autobiographical writing" (Ibid). Ht' goes on to state that "identity is 

autobiographically fashioned in tht' struggle to name the self rdlccted in images" 

(lbùi:205). That is, peoplt' fashion tht'ir identity in response to images. Wh en 

there is self-awareness of this fashioning, the possibility of autabiographical agency 

is introduced. One can seize opportunities in prospective, future, images to 

"fashion an identity for the future" (Ibid:207). ThusJay concluclcs: 

Identity, then, is always the result of a complex interaction bet\\'ccn cultural 
forces and what we cali the private imagination, but the line bet\\'een the 
two seems impossiblc to dra\\'. There surely is a real sense in v,hich we 
choose or imagine our identities, but those choices are always mediated by 
culturally conditioned possibilities that v.'ork to circumscribe \\'hat we l'an 
imagine for ourselves and to question the very categories of the chosen and 

n As Lury (1998) recounts, Paul Ingram was accused by his daughters or satanic and sexual abuse. 
The case is particularly interesting sinn' Ingram, \\'ho as it turns out Jwver abused his daughters, 
actually came to believe that he had abused them. as a result or the po\\errul efTects or 
interrogation, which resulted in his l'aise memory syndrome. The mental images Ingram created. 
in response to scenarios related to him by the police oflicers during multiple interrogations. began 
to incorporate themselves into Ingram's sense or identit\'. and thus he belie\'t'd himsclf to be an 
abusive father. \Vhen his daughtcrs came dean and adTllittcd the allegatiolls \\('l'C bbc. Ingram 
\\'as at first adamant that hc had inde('d abused them. HO\\'C\Tr. \\'ith therap\ 11(' returIled to his 
previous belief that he hac! never abused his daughtcrs. This case de!1lonstratcs the ]>O\\crful 
efTects images (even mental ones! on one's st'Ir-ic!entil\'. 
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the condition al /hirl: '209. 

This rcalization is "hal somc. inclllding.Jay 1 <j<q and Shllstcrman in 

Pontbriand & Assclin '200'2i. han' suggcsted prodllccs exislenlial anxiety. 

Hmvf'vt'r,jay's argument highlights tht' dialt'ctical relationship. or process, of 

reading images. In reading an image there is a measure of control. And agency 

can be found in image production, which can be "wilful self-transformation" 

(1994:210). The prospective visioning of images is an act of agency, an attempt to 

choose, and control identity. 

Photographs present endless opportunitics to (re)encounter onesf'lf. 

Indeed, one has littlf' choice in the matter. In contemporary vVestern societies, 

photographs have becomf' an impf'tus for self rc-fashioning. As discussf'd in the 

Introduction, photographs ofTer us the opportllnity to reflect on who wt' are and 

to imagine who we could be. Thus, self-idf'ntity emcrgf's as thf' product of the rf'­

appropriation, and incorporation of instanct's of onf'sf'lf that have been mf'diated 

bya technological prosthetic. The rt'novation of sf'lf:'identity precipitatf'd by 

photographs is one of the ways in which Lury argues prosthetic culture has 

enabled the emergence of the expfTimental individual: the self-possessive and self­

determining subject. By contrast, before thf' introduction of technologies such as 

the camera, identity "vas interiorized to a much greater extent. This is because we 

had fewer material self-representations. 

Lury's thesis makes c1f'ar that photography can en able movement across 

so-called boundaries of idf'ntity, for f'xample classifications of type, 'v\'hich presents 

the possibility ofpolitical change. If the contingent arrangement ofreality is macle 

obvious, change becomes a matter of choice. As discussed in Chapter 2, 

movement across boundaries (of gender, or comfort, or biological sex) is one of the 

most salient characteristics of Diana Thorneycroft's photographs. These 

movements are one of the ,'>'ays in which her photographs suggest opportunities 

for agency through scl(:'f~lshioning. 

One of the dominant roles photographs play is as a site ofmf'mory. 

Photographs have bcco!11c a \\'ay of rcmembering. This mf'ans prosthescs are 

doing the work of memory that the mind once did. For Lury, lllcrnory has 
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become discmbodicd. \\'ith the use or prostheses as nwmory banks, the solidity or 

mcmor\' is !css tenable. At the \Tr\ Ic(\st. the nature or mClllorv is fundanwntalh , . .. 

dilkrcnt. Ifll]('!1l0ry is the source orst'lI:'idt'lltit\. as !,ocke20()(); pcrsuasin'Iy 

argues, ",hat arc tlw implications or an C\Tr-inneasing distance betwcell our 

minds and our sites of memory? One of the implications of this is that we may not 

actively try to remember an event, since we can rely on a photograph to eue our 

memory. However, as we know, often our memories of an event are only (or 

mostly) those captured in the photographs taken. In time, we may only remember 

those parts of the event that have a visu al eue. In contrast, when one has no 

media to record information, one must actively remember, and willlikely have a 

different, more holistic, memory of the event/inrormation. Using photographs ta 

prompt memory has implications for thc process of identity formation, 

particularly in the case of staged photographs (i.e. not snap-shots). The rt'­

incorporation of these memories can \w likened to autofiction since the events are 

not, properly speaking, documentar)'. Photographs are, by their very nature, 

stripped oftheir context. They are only made meaningful when re-inserted in a 

context or placed in a narrative. 

Lury argues that in prosthetic culture, false memories are the result of the 

power of the image, both mental and material, to create a prosthetic biography.~8 

Images "refigur[e] the relationship bet\\'een consciousness, memory, and 

embodimcnt" (Lury 1998:224). Lury ofTcrs as an example the case of Paul 

Ingram, noted above, wherein a man accused of sexual abuse created false 

memories in response to the powerful imagcs that werc provoked by intcrrogation 

and therapy. The memories were then incorporated into his new self-identity as a 

sex offender. This example c1early shows the importance of imagery in the 

(re)construction of self-identity and memory, and its rok as a powerful intcrfacc 

bc(wccn in tcriori ty and exteriorit y. Bu tare pcople Ilothillg lIlore than 

"artcfactual" (lbid:85)? The process of identity f()rmation occurs both "\\'ithin and 

outside reprcsentation, within and outside the frame" (Ibirl:5). Idt'ntity is a 

collaboration between subjcct and t('xL 

{li Ddint>d in thf' Introdllf'lÎon. 
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Diana Thorncycrolt"S photographs cpitomizc the tt'lhioll l)('t\l('clI the 

identity constilllled \l'ithin and outside the frame, Idenlity is a collal)()ralion , , 

bel\lTen the t\lO. and Thorncycrofi encourages the recognition or Ihi~, SIH' 

llnderscores this hy asking her aurliencc to collaboratf' \l'ith her in ll1aking their 

own meanings about her and about their own identity.49 As noted in Chapter 2, 

she hopes her audience will come up with "unexpected" and "unanticipated" 

meanings for her photographs (Brandt et al. 1994:not paginated). Thf'se 

meanings assist her in creating new representations ofherself, bUI also contribulC' 

to her processual, that is, unending identity formation. 

AUTOFlCTION 

If we consider the concept of prosthetic biography in terms of Ihe 

postmodern, sceptical view of fiction and reality in autobiography, autofiction 

seems an appropriate term for their combination. Élisabeth "'t'Item'ald has 

clC'fined autofiction in the following way: 

This is a genre in which an author steps out of him- or hcrsclf 10 creale a 
character through a process ofbasing fiction on reality in orcier 10 recreate 
that reality. The character becomes in a sense the author's alter ego - the 
same person, but reflected through the mirror of fiction in orcier 10 

compose a polymorphous identity. This is autofiction as an expression of 
the author's fantasies, in the sense that he or she is able 10 express ail of 
their 'selves' at once, through a process of fragmentation and shatlering 
(2002:81).50 

Certainly, much in this definition resonates with the discussion lInclcm'ay, \\'hile 

alltofiction is arguably a privileged form of self-expression, particularly in an age 

characterized by an excess of information, the genre is not altogclher ne\\' (Asselin 

& Lamoureux 2002a). Indeed, logically, it cannot be so. If, as it has lwen 

49 This in one way in which Thorneycroft sees her photographs as, in sorne cases, more about her 
audience than hersclf. Similarly, in his short article "The Autobiography of Alice B, Fungus'" 
John Greyson discusses the strange fact that autobiographies often seem to be mon' about the 
author's human community than themselves, and that novels, memoirs. and biographies are often 
very mu ch about the author (2002), Greyson argues that Richard Fung's autobiographieal \york is 
"about everyone else," while it is true that he uses his own experience and b()(h- to make his art 
(Ibid: 1 1), 
',0 As discussed in the Introduction, Asselin and Lamoureux argue that autofiction is a concept with 
considerable explanatory amplitude for contemporary art, Autofiction is a \\ ork in "\\hich authors 
create ne\\' personalities and identities ror themselves. \\'hile at the same tinH' mainlaining their rcal 
identitv," a hvbrid bet\\Ten 'traditionaJ' autobiography and the non'I (2002b: 11" ft is very 
difficult to set strict Iimits ror autobiography and its r('latt'd/ altered forms, 
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sugge~led. people re-appropriale fragments fi'OI11 lexb and Iheir ~UITOlll1dillg" inlo 

Ihcir ~clf:'idt'nlily. Ihen surely <lulofiction is as old a~ hllIlJan~. :'\(·\"nlh('I(·~~. il 

hardly nceds 10 he argucd Ihal Ihe "materials ()f'~('If:'f;hhioning ha\e inn('a~ed" 

(pontbriand 2002:8). As a consequence, approacllt's 10 the sclf'ha\'c changcd 

according to a new ratio of interior to exterior images of oneself, and according to 

the new (historically speaking) predominance of photography in representations of 

the self. 

Autofiction highlights the creative and inventive nature of self:'identity. 

The Latin root of the word "fiction" isfingere, which figuratively means to imagine 

and literally means to fashion or model (Asselin & Lamoureux 2002a).')1 Thus, 

autofiction is an obvious mode of expression for one's sclf:'transformation and. 

indeed, one's self-production. While works of autofiction change the sul~j('ct in 

their proccss of assessing and imagining themsclves otherv.'ise, the person c!oes not 

neccssarily become the person they represent. "Authors create ne\\' personalities 

and identities ... [\",·hile] maintaining their 'real' identit)" (Ibid: 1 1). The) ma) 

change in a way that reflects a compromise ofboth sclves, or they ma) rejcct thc 

representation entirely. 

The idea that person and image do not necessarily come togethcr is crucial 

for understanding Diana Thorneycroft's work. As notcd earlicr, much of 

Thorneycroft's audience feel compelled to explain the image via the person or the 

person via the image. Theories of autofiction emphasize the dilliculty in 

attempting su ch a reconciliation. It is perhaps more productin' to imagine hcl'" 

the selves represented in her self-portraits exprcss any of the fc)lIo\\'ing: \\'ho she is. 

who she isn't, who she wishes to be, or who shI' should have been (cf. Robin 

1997). For example, l can imagine the following list parallcling thc last: Cntitled 

(Se!fportrait with Rabbit) (Plate 17), Se!fportrait (Father and Child with C/oud\) (Plate 2), 

llnlitled (Slze-boy) (Plate 15), Unlitled (Patienl/Prùullo) (Plate 18). ClIlilled (,')'effIJurlmit 

with Rabbi!) relates her experience of snaring a rabbit \\hen she \\'as a young girl. 

This experience is part of v.ho she is. 1 interpret Cntitled (,~ïle-bl!Y) as depicling the 

"li 'l'hl"' term \\'as originally lIsl"'d in French to refer to a "fictional narrati\'e in thl' first-pcrson 
mode" (Smith & Watson 2001:1861. 
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<lmbiguily Thorncycrof( Il'l'ls tO\\'ar<l her S('Xll~t! idclllily, SIl(' does Iloi f('('1 

sirongly male or f('male. ShI' does not like Iwing f(JlTCd 10 idcnlif) as OIH' or Ihe 

otlH'r. 1 l'ail imagine this, bUI ptThap~ you call1loi. Lwh spcctator, as 

Thorncycroh hopes, will see diflèrent truths alld fIctions in her \\ork. l-Itimalely, 

1 would suggest both what one is ready to acknowledge as true, and what one 

dismisses as fiction, speaks more to one's own self-identity than to Thorneycroft's 

biography. A photograph does not have to represent something perfectly factual 

in order to say something true about the world. A photograph must speak of 

something real wh en it moves one to tears, or releases a shudder down the spine 

(Lageira 2002). 

ln the end, does it matter which aspects of Thorneycroft's selr:'portraits are 

taken from her history-proper, and which are products ofher imagination? \V(> 

know, according to her artist statements, that she uses a combination of memory -

which has a tenuous relationship to history - and imagination in her work. Thus, 

teasing these components apart is not only difllcult, but perhaps something n'en 

Thorneycroft could not do. However, the spectator's memory and imagination 

are of utmost importance because they react to her photographs and choose ",hat 

to incorporate into their own prosthetic biography. 

SELF-FASHIONING 

It is hard to cali self-fashioning an abstract or làr-f1ung concept gi\'en the 

relative accessibility of such procedures as plastic surgery and sex reassignmcnt 

surgery. The problem associated with attaching memory and identity tu the body 

is certainly made obvious in a time when the body does not sim ply elevelop and 

mature, but has parts permanently added to, or taken away from il. In the art 

world, Orlan is an obvious example of someonc activdy engaged in self­

fashioning. However, self-fashioning is not only the provincc of artists. Cindy 

Jacksoll documelllS on her website (ww",.cindyjacksoll.cOfll), and in her book, 

Liring Doll: The Amazing Secrets if How the Cosme/ie Surgeon:, TU17led lUe ln/a the Girl l!l 
Aty Dremns (2002), her transformation from an 'unattractive' wOfllan into a Barbic 
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matnial ,,'ays as plastic surgny, it rcmain~ a kn aspect olïdelltit\. 1I1<1('('d. 

pcrhaps the most intt'resting ,,'ays sclr-I:.lShionilll; ()("("lIrs arc th()~(' not imlll<'diately 

ol)\'ious to the cyt'. These changes, (00, arc certainly more coml11on. 

Self-fashioning permeates "Iife-work" and has for centuries. For instance, 

part of the project of philosophy is the art of living (Shusterman 2000). 1 t is what 

sorne consider the "highest art of ail" (Ibid: 9). This life projt'ct calls for "crt'ative 

self-expression and aesthetic self-fashioning ... to make ourselws into somt'thing 

fulfilling, interesting, attractive, admirable" (Ibid: 1 0). Ideally, people would work 

toward making themselves into positiw role models for others. For Shustnman, 

this means fostering intellectual and t'motional growth, social responsibility, and 

l'are for the physical body. Shusterman argut's I(x self-fashioning as an cthics of 

living. The following section outlines sorne of the tht'oretical strands that have 

been taken with regard to the concept of sclf-fashioning. 

Michel Foucault has writtt'n about the art ofli\'ing in The Care (if the ,)èlf 

(1984). As he explains, the cultivation of the self is the art of existence, an ancien! 

theme of Greek culture, which operatt's on tht' principle that one must take care 

of oneself. The art of existence, caring for one's body and soul, was, from an early 

time, considered to be the centre ofphilosophy. lt is this deep, rt'fketiw l'are of 

the self that distinguishes man from animal. Tht' ability to cart' Jor oneself is a 

privilege, and should be a duty. From tht' practices of cultivating tll(' self 

dt'veloped the notion of an ethics of pleasure. "The task of testing onesclf, 

examining oneself, monitoring ont'st'If...makes the question oftruth -- tht' truth 

concerning what one is, what one does, and what one is capable of doing - central 

to the formation of the ethical subject" (Foucault fl984] 1986:68). Foucault 

theorizes self-fashioning as part of an ethical Iii(' project. 

As noted aoove, Richard ShusttTllléln has \Vrittel1 about the practitT of 

self-Jàshioning in Peifonning Lire: Aesthl'fir Alfemafiresjàr the End qjArf (2000). In his 

book he argues that self-fashioning, although no( an altogcther new phcnomenon, 

52 Hn transformation \\'as so inspirational that another \\'oman. Isobel Haves. chose to bccome 
Barbit" as weIl. and a man. !\1il("s Kt"ndall. ckcided to makI' the transfiJrm into Ken' 
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has incrcased in popularity. He ('laboratc~ cOlhidnably on hi~ tJworil.ation in an 

inter"i('\\ \\'ith Chantal Pontbriand and Oli\'in :\~selin {()r P{mlclllllc'~ special issu\' 

on autoliction. People ha\'(' long 1)('cn concer!wd \Iilh dC\'cl()ping tJH'ir ()\In 

Iiléstyk; this is "a natural extension ofhuman t'xprCSSi\TI1\'S:';" thal is onl) a 

possibility once one gets past providing for the basic necessities onife (Shusterman 

in Pontbriand & Asselin 2002:60). This stylization occurs in a number of ways, 

such as decoration, ritual, and play, aIl of which are evie!ent in Thorneycroft's 

photographs. Self-fashioning is saie! to be a response to the fragmentation ane! 

dislocation ofidentity in contemporary society. However, it is also a response to 

the emphasis on stylization and indivicluality promoted by the advertising 

industry.53 As a result, new practices of the self have emerged alongside new 

conceptions of ie!entity (Asselin & Lamoureux 2002a). lndeed, Régine Robin goes 

so far as to say that fantasies of self-creation, whncin one has complete control 

over her/his body, are the signature of conlemporary individualism (Robin in 

Asselin & Lamoureux 2002b). 

Self-creation, however, is not the same as self:'fashioning, and most 

theorists say self-creation is a complete fantasy. H()\\'ever, irone considers Cindy 

Jackson's transformation "into a bombshell who wasn't born that way," il seems 

as though the possibilities must be examined Uackson, w\\'\\'.cindyjackson.com). 

The distinction between self-creation and self:'f~lshioning highlights the tension 

that underlies the "two ide aIs of self-fashioning": scll:'discO\TI)' / expression and 

self-creation (Pontbriand & Asselin 2002:59). 

Shusterman responds to Pontbriand and Asselin's daim that self:'creation 

is a fantasy with the following argument: 

l muId say paradoxically that self-creation is both inevitable and 
impossible. It's inevitable because \'\'ho you are is a fiction of what you do; 
so assuming that we have choices, our choices help make us \\'ho \\'e are; 
and since we IllUSl rnake choiccs, \\'(:' han' 10 Illake \l'ho wc are. [It's 
impossible] because il can never \w sell:'<Tcation ex nihilo. The self you 
have to vmrk with in self-creation Îs made or things yOli didn't create but 
"vere given or done to you (qtd. in Pontbriand & Asselin 2002:59-GO). 

53 Lun' argues that advertising is a key factor in the notioll of prosthctic idcntit\,. that is. it enticcs 
olle to "become ",ha! vou are." 
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Tlills~ sdl~(T('ali()1l i:-, lricky bUlb 10 assnl alld lu dt'Il\. B~ c()lllras!, lllt' pral'licc Ut" 

selr·f~lshi()ning is much !css ditlicult lu identif) alld agITe lIllon. Furthnmorc. 

Shusterman's point that \\T must ("ontcnd \\ilh tilt' lhillg~ "goi\Tn or donc 10 you" 

supports my argument that nwdiatecl representations IH'ct'ssarily change who "T 

are. 

Shusterman distinguishes between two types of self-fashioning: 

representational and experiential. The reprt'sentational form concerns itst'If with 

"beautifying our external forms" (Shusterman in Pontbriand & Asselin 2002:59). 

At one end of the spectrum we find radical body art su ch as mutilation and 

branding, and at the other end, ear piercing, hair dying, and body building. The 

experiential form concerns itself with our weil being, for t'xampk, practict's such 

as yoga and meditation. Although the two f(xms have been separated here, in 

order to simplify their explanation, the tvm are int'xtricably linked. That is, wht'n 

someone bt'lievt's they look bad they often feel bad about tht'mselves or, inverst'ly, 

if someone is depresst'cI, oftt'n their appearance sufkrs along with their psyche. 

Shusterman's undt'rstanding of self-fashioning is not one driven by a belief in tht' 

existence of a predetermined, fixed, or esst'ntial self that one can discovt'r and 

express. Ratht'r, the self, for him, dot's not exist prior to our fashioning il. "For 

me the intert'sting form of autht'ntic st'If.t'xprt'ssion dot's not mt'an just doing what 

one already does or discovt'ring and being faithful to ont"s prior 'true self but 

rather working creatively with talents, qualities. expcrienccs and desires that ont' 

can find and acquin' for oneself in orcier to cnrich one's life and network of 

relationships" (Ibid:59). ultimately, "tht' st'If is alv,ays a construction of work in 

progress" (Ibid). 

As noted in the section on prosthetic culture. self-fashioning is quite similar 

to experimental individualism. Indeed, self-expcrimentation is ont' of the kt'y 

techniq uc~ uf ~clr·fa~hi()ning. Onc uf the ("!cares! illstallccs of expcrimclI tatioll i~ 

in the practice of individuation adolescents engagc iJl as a "'ay of distinguishing 

themselves from their famil)', for exampk, by taking charge of their ward robe . 

One's self-imagt' is the product not onl)' of one\ bshiOJl choiccs. but emerges 

from "communication \\'ith others v.ith \\'hom YOU identif)" and l'rom whom you 
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dislillguish yoursclJ: firsl your bmily alld lill'Il brgn social groups (() \\ llich you 

J)t'Iong" iShustnlllan in Pontbriand & Âssclin :2()():2:()(). Thus. sc!f:'t;lshioning 

docs not occur in onc \\ay. nor is il ah\ays acti\(,. TI](" concepl of sclf:'bshioning 

perhaps connotes a meaning that is more activc than is rcally the case. 1 would 

argue self-fashioning occurs in many unconscious ways, and since it is the way one 

has always acted toward one's identity it is understandable that one does not take 

note of, nor perhaps even recognize, the practice. 

The world of art and the lives of artists have become privileged loci for 

self-fashioning. Artists' creativity, which has typically been channelled into works 

of art, is nmv more than ever redirected toward the artists themselves (Shusterman 

in Pontbriand & Asselin 20(2). Tht' direction of creative energy toward oneself 

has principally taken two intertwined routes for artists: the creation of artist 

identities/persona and the depiction of identity play as the art object. For 

example, artists l'rom Andy \Varhol and Cindy Sht'rman, to Orlan and Robert 

Mapplethorpe, seelll concernee! with creating thcir "ie!entity as an artist" as much 

as they are with creating art objects and aesthetic experiences (Ibid:58). Today, 

the artist's oeune is tht' st'lf. Shusterman notes sorne artists have been very 

successful in depicting identity play through "transforlllative photographic self­

portraits" (Ibid). For example, Claude Cahun and Lyk Ashton Harris have both 

produced such self:'portraits. 1 wou Id argue that Diana Thorneycroft's work has 

been exception aIl y succt'ssful in this regard. Identity play is not simply a strategy 

for recognition in the art world, it is a wal' of releasing oneself l'rom the constraints 

of one's gender. race, and other physical signifiers. In the releast' l'rom one (or 

many) signifier(s), one is now capable of feeling the constraint or freedom of 

others. 

ThtTe are certainly a number of ways to critique or to worry about self­

fashioning. Fur une, dues the concq>t neu'ssarily IllCall that wc are ail existelltial 

nomads (Asselin & Lamoureux, 2002b)? Does an emphasis on the individual pose 

a threat to a thriving public sphere? Does it mean people \\"illultimately he more 

concerncd \\"ith personal choices? Perhaps thesc suggestions do characterizt' the 

current \\'t'stern situation. but sclf:'f~lshioning is not the cause ofthis. Indced, self-
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f~lshioning and autofiction do not deny comll1l1nity. though they do appear to 

ftxus on the indi\"idual. That i~. the self exists onk \\"ith rekITnC(' to others - otlH'r 

people in onc's cOll1ll1unity and others in represcntation. The notion or 

commlll1ity, too. is intrinsic to the individual: "cotntnunity oscillatcs \)et\\ecn the 

idea of singularity and the idea of our relationship to the other" (Pontbriand 

2002:8). Perhaps we are existential nomads, but self-fashioning cannot be 

ignored, so \ve cannot simply abandon il. What v,'e can do is think about the way 

we fashion ourselves, to self-fashion in a responsible way. Shusterman states one 

of the ways we can be less solipsistic in self-fashioning is hy developing, 

the idea of self-styling [by] insisting on the necessary and enriching social 
dimension of the self. .. there is no substantive self without society, and the 
more the self is informed by the social network of shared meanings, the 
richcT and more distinctive the self will be and the more individuality can 
be meaningful and productive (Shusterman in Pontbriand & Asselin 
2002:60-61 ). 

Shusterman's answer makes intuitive sense. That is, ifone relies simpl)' on one's 

own thoughts and representations of the self as materials for self.fashioning, one 

will not be able to change mu ch - the solipsistic person will be caught in an 

un productive vicious circle. 

Diana Thorneycroft's photographs are an pxcellent example of splf­

fashioning through identity play. Sorne artists produce representations that play 

with identity as a way to develop their artist persona, while othprs do so to cali 

attention to the constructedness of iclentity and to the realm of play available f;:>r 

identities. 1 argue that Thorneycroft falls into the latter camp, though some might 

say she falls into both. lt seems clear, from her interviews, that her photographs 

are very much something she feels she has to make rather th an something she 

chooses to do as a route to success (Enright 2(00). As weil, her identity play is not 

pre-planned in that it is not aimecl at cleveloping a particular persona. As she 

recounted to Robert Enright in an interview, the outcome ofher 

perf(xmances/photographs olten emerges l'rom her unconscious (Ibid). Shc lets 

her body language take OH'r during her photo sessions. and is often quite 

surpriscd \\hen she develops the photographs and sees the results of her 
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perj(ml1:lncc. Thorneyno!i stated that if she stopped playing \\ i t h her idcn ti ty. 

digging inlo her lIncoIN'iollS, in this neative and prodwlivc \\ay. ~h(' \Iollid 

lw('ol11c (kprc~scd,-)I Thlls. her play is not a pnl<>rI11anCC aimcd al propclling her 

carcer. Rather, it is an activity she feels maintains her mental health. \Ihich has 

had the lucky consequence ofheIping her career. 

Thorneycroft's work does not simply cali attention to the plasticity ofher 

own identity; her work also aims to contribute to the fashioning ofher audienee's 

identities. She hopes her work will force her audience to question their mvn 

identity construction, perhaps to contemplate tht'ir "inhert'nt bisexual condition" 

(Thorneycroft 1991). This motive can hardly be interprett'd in a solipsistic \Vay, 

rather Thorneycroft is acting in a way Shusterman would approve of: she 

encourages others to contemplate their self-fashioning by involving herself in 

community. 

As this project has alluded, one of my concerns is t hat people bel'ome 

more a\\'arc of the agency they hold in the degrce to which they l'an modil)', ifnot 

change, their situation. My hope is that people realize, to a certain extent, the 

conditions into which one is born do not determint' one's life. This is certainly a 

highly optimistic daim and does, to an extent, disregard the reallimitations many 

people live with. However, 1 do think everyone l'an in some \Vay take charge of, 

at least, certain aspects of their life (cf. de Beauvoir 1953). In :'\orth America, 

advt'rtising provicles solutions to the problem of an aesthetic lift'. \\llÎle 

advertisers try to li mit their audience's options to those the)' can oflà for sale, 

artists, 1 wou Id argue, tend to leave options more open If)r their audience. 

Furtht'rmore, and particularly with Thorneycroft, the self-fashioning of artists 

tends to flO\\' in many directions, for example, l'rom audience to artist and vice 

versa. However, the fashioning advertisers are involvcd in is unidircl'tional. 

Sclf-rt'prcsentation is obviously part of au lOfinion. j lIst as it is f1cct'ssarily ail 

aspt'ct of self-Iàshioning. The representational trope of sclr-I~lshioning suggests 

this. But 10 daborate, self-Iàshioning implies olle has an idea of ",hat one woulcl 

like tu be. that one has an image of one's future perlt'c! sclL AsJay disl'llsses in 

:,4 HO\\,!'\'('L sine!' the time of this interview, she has eeas('d making sf'if-portraits. 
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rdi'rcnce to Bartlws's rel1cctions on posing. it i~ "a ~it('. or tllt'atrc. of ~('Ir-n('ation 

in \\hich the slll~ject clesircs to project somethinl', dclicat(' and moral. to littTally 

\\ork UpOI1 the 'skin l'rom \\,ithin.' to 'let drift.' ln 'l11<'al1' al1d \)(' hi" prol;llll1d. 

csscntial self But it is also a theatre of cOI1\'Cntiol1S and rituals \\orking to 

appropriate that self for its own ends" Gay 1994: 194).;);) 'l'hus, imagination is 

central to self-fashioning. In terms of photographie self· portraits, " .. hich aim to 

represent the self, even in cases where the aim is to n::'present the self'truthfully', 

there are always fiction al elements. For example, self:'representation assumes a 

"continuing narrative, [and] since one can't know the real meaning of any action 

or event or feature in one's self without presuming a larger whol(> in which that 

element plays a role," and because we are unable to know how our narrative will 

unfold in the future, we must draft it in the present using our imagination 

(Shusterman in Pontbriand & Asselin 2002:61). So even if every el1(>rt to be 

honest is made, one's self-representation always has a "dimension of fictionality" 

(Ibid). T 0 add to this problem, the nature of mcrnory complicates the aecuracy of 

one's representations of the past. "We always fictively rcconstruct sorne of our 

past that we no longer properly remember" (Ibid). The sclf, then, is an amalgam 

of the "imaginative elaboration" of the past, present and (predicted) future. 

The discussion ofThorneycroft's work in this chaptn, and the 

interpretations ofTered in the preceding chapters, demonstrate the ways in which 

Thorneycroft uses photography and her body as a medium f<Jr autofictional 

practices. 1 argue that her self-portraits are more appropriatcly intcrprctcd as 

instances of self-fashioning and identity play, than as a reflection of a pre-existing 

subject, that is, as traditional autobiography. The term "autofiction" and the 

practices of self-fashioning bound up with it allO\\ for a broader interpretation of 

her ,,;ork that includes the notion of agency in autobiographical practiccs and 

ellgages the viewer intersubjectivdy with her work. Butl! uf tl!esc illlplicatiulls art" 

significant, for they highlight the possibility of social and political change. This is 

",", The lTSUIt of posing is "a dispersed self: 'in fronl of Ihl' Jens' Il(' is al on('(' 'Ihl' one 1 Ihink 1 am. 
Ihe one 1 wanl olhers 10 Ihink 1 am. Ih(' one Ihe pholographn thinks 1 am. and tht' 011(' hl' makt's 
lise oflO ('xhibil his art'" (Barlh('s 1981 inJay 1991:JtHI. 
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(''\Ircmely important f(lr historically marginaliz('d. ~ilcnl. and lIn~lj('akahk 

idcnlilics. ail of \\hich Thorncycrofi gi\"(>~ yoic(' ln Ily I;l~hi()ning t1j('~(' id(,lIlili('~ 

into her mm. 
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"}jeWUSf Ihe sel/i,1 ajiction sustainl'r! I!)' Ihe (1'1) j!llllli((~,1 Ii/ !cjm',\(lIli1lilili. il,\./illiienl',\\ 11/1/ /Ie glillljl,\erJ 

il/ Ihe slllldmc\ o/Ihl' ,ll'miolie. in Ihf glljJ,\. ill /7riIl.l/'II\(. ill jill/I\. ill jllm,\l/mUe rI!)lhlll.l. Idl (J/ (1 'hidl cru/il 

jililll Ihl' u!1o}//\cilill,) (or /HI'(()/I.\lioll,l) 10 rli,lm/iI III 1'1111 II/g . .. 

Sidonie Smith & Julia Il'also!1. WOmf'll. AUlobiog-raphy. Thf'Ol'). FJ9!f: 19-20 

In this projeet 1 have tried to do a number of things. First, 1 have attempted 

to re-read Thorneyeroft's self-portraits as instances of autofiction. Thorné'ycroft's 

self-portraits depiet praetices of self-f:lshioning that critique traditional 

understandings of autobiography, as weIl as the stability of identity. Second, in re­

reading Thorneyeroft's work in this way, 1 hope to have made a case for 

"autofietion" being a more appropriate té'rm for many conté'mporary 

autobiographieal praetiees. ThinI. my aim in the former pursllits was to raise the 

issue of autobiographical agency. 

Autobiography is a self-refkxi\'e medium, but it is also a form of self:' 

invention that works to eonstitutc thc subject. Autobiographical practices of 

autofietion demonstrate the ways is which autobiographers actively contribllte to, 

and shape their future identities. Agency is found in "tactical dis/identifications," 

in finding spaces through which one can manoeuvre and resist normative 

representations of subjectivity (Smith 1998: III: Scott in Smith & Watson 1998). 

In these spaces and dis/identifications, the autobiographer ollers alternative 

representations of subjectivity, gi\'ing \'oice to unspoken sul~jccts. In her book, 

AutobiograPhies: A Feminist 77zeory qf H "omfn 's Se!l Representalion, l.eigh Gilmorc argues 

for a similar eounter-practice, which she terms "autobiographies" (1994). 

Autobiographies is a practice that é'ntails the production of experimental 

identities. Experimentation creates multiple and contradictory identities, which 

are locations of autobiographical agency. Diana Thorneycroft's self:'portraits 

depiet experimentations with icklllity. The multiple selves she depins in hn 

photographs offer contradictory biographical in()rmation about thcir author. 

Her photographs oner possibilitics ()r "nc\\'," or alternativc, identifications. That 

is, Thorneycroft's autofictional practiccs make room f()r 11<'\\' or ('ountcr-

knowledges. 
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Agency i::; f(lllnd in l1lol1lcnb of' alltobiographi<al pcrf(>rll1ati\ity and 

rcsistancc. "hich "signal the l1laking and llnl1laking ofïdelltities and thus 

llndcrminc the fùundationalmyth ofautobiographi<al storytellillg as self­

expressive" (Smith 11995119913: II .f/. That is to say. cmphasis on the pcrf(xmati\'C 

nature of identity undermines the notion of autobiography as expressive of a pre­

discursive self. Indeed, the text "enacts the 'self it daims has given rise to the '1'" 

(Smith 1995: 18). Autobiographical subjects are produced and reiterated through 

performance. Putting on an identification, such as masculinity, suggests that it 

can be taken off. Performative moments also push against the boundaries of the 

included and the cxcluded. The heterogeneous recitations of identity found in 

Thorneycroft's work are ruptures that open up space for crt'ativt' self-fashioning. 

Producing an autofictional autobiography is a self-authorizing and empowering 

experience (Smith & \V atson 2001: 160). Howevcr, to say that autobiography is a 

universally empowt'ring medium would be an O\Trstatement. 

1 argue that Diana Thorneycrof1's self-portraits are instances of 

autobiographical agency, which resist cultural inscriptions by rupturing and 

exceeding sexual bodily norms. Her work is self-creative, interfacing biography 

with imagination, emphasizing that the self never coincides with its image. 
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