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Close Proximity, Intimate Distance: the Abstracting Effects of Photographic Contact 

Lex Morgan Lancaster 

 

 

 ―Photography, which has so many narcissistic uses, is also a powerful instrument for 

depersonalizing our relation to the world; and the two uses are complementary. Like a pair of 

binoculars with no right or wrong end, the camera makes exotic things near, intimate; and 

familiar things small, abstract, strange, much farther away. It offers, in one easy, habit-forming 

activity, both participation and alienation in our own lives and those of others—allowing us to 

participate, while confirming alienation.‖
i
   

                                                                                               –Susan Sontag, On Photography 

 

 

 Delving into my own archive of family albums, I recently discovered a photograph of my 

grandmother, circa 1945. It is smaller than the palm of my hand, so I have to lean in to be sure 

this is her: posing by the lake in a handsome black suit, her short curls frame a mischievous 

smile as she brandishes a shotgun. My grandmother was not a hunter. To me, she seemed timid 

and overly concerned with appropriate femininity (though she was athletic), and she rarely raised 

her voice. But in this moment of possibility, she is a young woman vamping for the camera, 

embracing that gun with her finger on the trigger. I recognize the poise that I so admired in her, 

and at the same time, a proximity to danger and risk that puts me at a distance. 

This image of my grandmother obsesses me precisely because, not only is it not my 

memory, it does not align with my memory of her. In seeming to get me closer to her, allowing 

me to know her more deeply by seeing more of her life, its effect is defamiliarizing. It shows me 

a past I cannot access, a person to whom I was close but could never fully know. Further, this 

disruption of knowledge and memory is not traumatizing, but tantalizing. The ―habit-forming 

activity‖ described by Sontag is perhaps prompted by this seductive pull of the photograph that 

simultaneously purports to impart us with knowledge of its subject while also rendering that 

subject abstract, other. And what facilitates my participation in this scene of intimacy staged by 

the old photograph of my grandmother is admittedly a narcissistic recognition that she appears 

more like me (that is, butch) even as I remember all the ways in which she was not. 

While photography seems to bring us closer to the real, the ―truth‖ imparted through 

straightforward documentation, its ability to get close to its subjects also produces an intimacy 
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that is paradoxically distant. Whether our relation to the content of the image is familial, historic, 

or erotic, its assumed veracity is not the only cause for our investments. My personal encounter 

with the photograph raises larger questions about what kind of intimacy photography produces 

through its abstracting effects; the paradox of physical closeness by which an object can also 

become discomfiting. If this photograph puts me at a distance from my grandmother, then what 

are the conditions of this contact that cause me to feel so attached to her image? When the 

closeness of physical proximity in a photograph also produces an alienating distance, perhaps 

this opens up a space for different kinds of intimacies to emerge through estranged contact with 

what is brought seductively close yet eludes capture. 

If these questions are raised for me personally by the knowledge-disrupting album photo 

of my grandmother, they are also raised by encounters with Andy Warhol‘s intimate-yet-

impersonal Polaroid portraits, and by Ralph Gibson‘s abstracted formal studies of inanimate 

objects included in The Wet Archive. I wonder how bodies rendered so intimately (that is, nude, 

vulnerable, up close) can seem so far away, and how ordinary objects can become animated and 

attractive, even sexy, in these photographs. I take as a jumping off point the surge of contact with 

historical photographs staged by the exhibition, a troubling viewing encounter with a past that is 

unsettled in the present. Exploring the affective distance brought on by formal conditions of 

abstraction and proximity in this work, I aim to articulate a different kind of intimacy that 

emerges in this space of contact with photography. This intimacy is not about fully knowing or 

capturing an object, but an ambivalent and approximate form of contact that enacts desire and 

generates pleasure through certain strategies of abstraction. 

I use the term abstract not just in the sense of an obscuring effect produced by close 

physical proximity, but also a disturbance of contact with historical documents as well as a 

distancing relation between people and things. That is, the image of my grandmother is not 

completely abstract in the formal sense—neither, for that matter, are any of the photographs I 

will discuss here—but rather, abstracting in the sense of an active and destabilizing kind of 

intimate contact; a moment when her seeming more like me or me like her actually takes her 

farther away, or when I find myself disturbingly, even shamefully, attracted to bodies and objects 

that would otherwise be alienating (a gun, or a penis, for example). Abstraction might also be 

produced when the image points to what is not visible, what is obscured or cut out of the frame, 

yet tantalizes us with a promise to appear. An abstracting effect of photography might occur 
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when it brings us close to the very things that it refuses to show us, and even closer to things 

from which we might wish to keep our distance.  

Exploring this generative relationship between formalism and intimacy in photographs by 

Andy Warhol, Robert Mapplethorpe, Ralph Gibson, and Patricia Cronin, I will experiment with 

two abstracting effects that also generate possibilities within the gaps of close contact, 

reconceiving the close-up as an encounter that is not closed, but opened up in the ambivalent 

push-pull of romance, and the stylized shuffle of drag. 

 

Push-Pull 

Throughout the 1970s, Andy Warhol used the Polaroid Big Shot camera to take 

photographs of celebrities, drag queens, male nudes and call boys performing sex acts; a few 

images would become the source material for silkscreen paintings. Though the resulting 

silkscreens were blown up to a larger scale, the Polaroids are quite small, even devotional, asking 

that we lean in. The technical limitations of the Big Shot yielded aesthetic results prized by 

Warhol.
ii 

The camera had a fixed focal length, achieving focus at only three feet from its 

subjects; it imposed a tight compositional frame that pushed its subjects into close physical 

proximity to the viewer; and it had a narrow depth of field, compressing the subject and 

background into a more flattened image. Though Warhol used the camera primarily to take 

portraits and explicit representations of male nudes, his medium produced an abstracting effect.  

Considering five Polaroids from Warhol‘s extensive 1977 series, systematically titled 

Nude Model (Male) (figs.1-5), I wish to explore these abstracting effects as a push-pull that 

provokes and tantalizes even as it alienates us from the space of representation. Two of the 

photographs frame a model‘s upper torso, his pale arms reach above his head, perhaps bound up 

and out of view, as two leather-cuffed hands reach in to squeeze, pinch and pull his nipples. 

Together, the images suggest a succession of acts within a single sexual encounter. And yet, 

three photographs of a lower torso further estrange us from what we might presume to be a 

distinct body: an ass is front and center in one image, slightly tilted from the model‘s 

contrapposto stance; two images of a penis are framed from the left at a side angle, one resting 

flaccid in the center of the frame, the other with a clenched fist tugging at its tip, the back leg 

raised to further frame the point of self-contact against a stark white backdrop.  
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The body is abstracted as it is rendered in close proximity: tight framing fractures and 

reduces form from a small and specific point of view; bright lighting produces a thin shadow that 

outlines white bodies against a blank backdrop; and the nearness of this form compressed in our 

vision pushes it further from our sense of subjectivity, or the signs that would add up to render an 

identity legible. These effects of the Big Shot camera fascinated Warhol, who purportedly 

exclaimed while gazing at one of his Polaroids (a close-up of anal fisting), ―I mean, it‘s so, 

so…so abstraaact.‖
iii

 Linda Nochlin‘s introductory essay for an exhibition of Warhol‘s paintings 

of nudes, titled ―Sex is So Abstract,‖ takes this quotation as indicative of the abstracted design 

assumed to be a revelation of homosexuality on the surface, right up front, in his ―Torso Series‖ 

of silkscreens drawn from the Polaroids.
iv

 But I understand the ―abstraaact‖ in this case to be 

produced by the medium rather than the sex act itself, and I take the abstracting effect of the 

photograph seriously as its own kind of intimate contact. Rather than posit the aesthetic as either 

the closeting or surfacing of identity, we might take the design and form of these images as 

productive of their own feelings and sensations, rather than their representational results. 

At the same time, we might consider some of the problematics inherent in photographs 

that frame bodies as formal aesthetic objects. Here, I would also like to think with similar 

photographs by Robert Mapplethorpe in order to engage and further trouble a certain discourse 

that views formalism as necessarily politically dangerous. In one series of re-photographed 

Polaroid prints, Made in Canada (1973; fig. 6), Mapplethorpe arranged and framed an album of 

eighteen close-up shots of a man‘s hips, from front and rear views, as he posed handling his 

penis with various garments and props. Included in the catalog for an exhibition of 

Mapplethorpe‘s Polaroids at the Whitney Museum, this work is described in what would seem an 

intuitive reading of his formalist photographic studies: ―Works like this are less about coupling 

or intimacy than about objectifying the body, breaking down all sense of it as a unified whole or 

Figs. 1-5. Andy Warhol. Nude Model (Male). 1977. Polacolor Type 102, each 4 ½ x 3 3/8 in. Chazen Museum of Art 



5 

 

attached to an individual identity, and, in so doing, abstracting the idea of sex.‖
v
 And this reading 

becomes more problematic in relation to Mapplethorpe‘s controversial photographs of black 

male nudes. José Muñoz has troubled the easy reading of these images as solely objectifying, 

demonstrating the ambivalent relation of disidentification as well as pleasure that gay men of 

color experience when consuming these images.
vi

 Muñoz‘s conception of ambivalence allows us 

to recognize that the political dangers of objectification and the pleasures of identification and 

desire are not mutually exclusive modes of engaging with representation. 
 

 

 

 

Ambivalence might be a useful way to think about the push-pull exchange of 

photographic contact, and the close-up specifically. The abstracting formal effects of the close-

up would seem to objectify, to fetishize, to render strange; yet I wonder how this closeness might 

be productive rather than stultifying, might allow us to find new modes of relating across 

difference. While it seems that ―abstracting the idea of sex‖ would have the effect of 

objectification, we might also consider how formalism is not necessarily opposed to the 

formation of identities or communities, or of intimate exchanges that may not have anything to 

do with sex. The close-up might also stage scenes of desire and care. But if the closer you get to 

something, the stranger it becomes, then those attachments to what is pictured are not necessarily 

for something known or understood or familiar. I seek to hold open this space of photographic 

contact as an incommensurable one that does not resolve into sameness, but instead allows us to 

imagine different modes of relationality through proximity, and ways of ―knowing‖ that do not 

demand equivalence.
vii

 

The ways in which Mapplethorpe‘s series is framed suggests a progression as well as a 

kind of mediation, a gathering of information and documentation of erotic exchange that both 

Fig. 6. Robert Mapplethorpe. Made in Canada.1973. Three gelatin silver prints in painted wood frame, 22 x 72 x 1 ½ in. 

Robert Mapplethorpe Foundation 
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alienates the viewer while producing a feeling of inclusion, or at least a sense that something is 

shared. Mapplethorpe arranged the individual Polaroids in an album, which he then re-

photographed, placing those three prints in a bright red frame. This triptych shows six pages 

from the album, complete with plastic white rings binding the pages; although we can see the 

layers of pages beneath and imagine the thickness of the binding, the album is made inaccessible 

to us. A series framed through the conventions of a family album—suggesting both snapshots 

capturing a chronology and timeless formal studies of the male torso—it nevertheless eludes us 

through the distance of photographic mediation, and produces this distance self-consciously. 

Rather than a Polaroid that we could hold as one of our own, home-made erotica that we might 

share, we can see how even the most familiar rendering is framed by certain conventions and the 

most fetishized representation invites affection, even if performed in ways that seem detached. 

If Warhol‘s and Mapplethorpe‘s photographs stage a kind of queer community—of gay 

men, of sex workers, of drag queens—it is not one that is immediately celebratory, or even 

flattering.  While these photographs have the potential to defamiliarize and subvert conventional 

ways of viewing, they also participate in a loaded history of photography as a technology used to 

produce human types and taxonomies based on the myth that inner character can be interpreted 

through the body‘s outward signs. Alan Sekula would link all portraits to this same repressive 

institution; photography‘s ―shadow archive.‖
viii

 It is worth noting that Polaroid originally 

produced the Big Shot for practical purposes such as the creation of identification card and 

passport photos;
ix

 and the fact that Warhol used it to photograph marginalized subjects might 

seem to reproduce them as such, or reinforce their separateness, distinguishing ―us‖ from 

―them.‖
x
 That is, there is nothing easily subversive about these Polaroids, and yet we can still 

imagine that something different might happen in the space of photographic contact. 

The problematic counter version of the ―shadow archive‖ of photographic portraits might 

be a claim to empathy, or the notion that bringing us closer to the marginalized subject in the 

image will allow us to identify with and thus know them more intimately. Instead, I would like to 

think with Jill Casid‘s formulation of intimate distance, a way to hold open the spacing of 

empathy, not to claim ―I know how you feel‖ but to perform in the space of the subjunctive 

mood as an ethics of care: ―performing ‗as if‘ might also be practiced as a between-space where 

the ‗I could be you‘ and ‗you could be me‘ come into estranged contact with their negations (the 

not-you, the not-me) in a way that might also enable us to recognize the labors and strains in-
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between.‖
xi

 Expanding on the intimate distance that certain critical images might open up for the 

exercise of ethics, I wonder how the close-up might also expand this gap, at once aesthetic and 

affective, that refuses to collapse the particular into the general.  

Close-up photographs by Warhol and Mapplethorpe frame the body in ways that are both 

specific and detached: even as the identifying details of skin become clearer, it is less clear 

whether or not these all capture the same body. When each part or member is framed separately, 

and closely, taxonomy begins to break apart. Even the title of Warhol‘s series, Nude Model 

(Male), seems analytical, a description of a body (a nude model) captured like data, 

parenthetically specified (male), yet still imprecise. The promise of this iteration is also a 

moment when it begins to break down: an image is shored up and eroded at the same time, 

allowing freedom in this space where meaning can proliferate. At the same time photography 

facilitates a bodily intimacy, it is not one of fully knowing, being, or having. 

The abstracting effects of the close-up produces neither specificity nor universality: there 

is a gap opened up through photographic mediation that does not render a whole type but stages 

an exchange of desire that includes (even as it obscures) what is not in the scene, what cannot 

appear in vision or be expressed in language.  It is what Giorgio Agamben might call an 

―example,‖ which opens up a space for one to exist as both a set and a singularity, a mode of 

belonging without ties to a common property or identity.
 xii

 Showing its singularity as such, the 

example is both called forth and moves about freely in the spacing of what is close yet never 

coheres. Even as the example belongs to a set, one of many nude bodies in Warhol‘s and 

Mapplethorpe‘s series of Polaroids, and the parenthetical maleness is exemplified by 

corresponding genitalia, the work of photography here estranges the viewer from the very 

signifiers it would seem to produce, bringing us up close and personal with that which it cannot 

define or render fully legible through representation. We could say that what is represented in 

these works is less a stable picture of the nude male form or a fetishized penis and more the 

space of a back-and-forth exchange where one can both refuse to appear and play with 

alternative ways of showing up. 
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Shuffle 

The close-up seems immediately to classify or objectify its subject, but it also renders 

that something or someone glamorous (as in Gloria Swanson‘s dramatic last line in Sunset 

Boulevard, ―Alright, Mr. DeMille, I‘m ready for my close-up‖). While the abstracting effects of 

the close-up might render bodies as objects, it can also animate objects through proximity. For 

Warhol, the Polaroid camera was a transformative tool to manufacture celebrity, and he used the 

Big Shot to photograph actual celebrities in the same manner as working class hustlers, drag 

queens, and even shoes.
xiii

 Warhol photographed everything in generally the same style; one that 

would serve him well as a silkscreen. This might not only suggest objectification, but also as a 

kind of equivalence, rendering everyone a star in their own right. And yet, when objects are 

granted the significance of bodies, fetishistic desire comes to the surface, and the surfaces 

themselves become animate rather than merely formal. 

Warhol‘s Shoes (1980; fig.3) frames a pair of men‘s brown oxfords against a blank 

ground. Comparing this Polaroid to one by Mapplethorpe, Untitled (1974; fig.4), a pair of black 

leather oxfords, illustrates some crucial differences.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While Mapplethorpe framed his pair directly in the center of the image against a stark white 

background, Warhol‘s shoes sit at an angle, off-center, on off-white ground with the suggestion 

of a shadow at the bottom left corner. Obsessed as he was with commercial products, Warhol‘s 

looks less like an advertisement than Mapplethorpe‘s, whose shoes fit neatly together as if on 

display, suspended from the heels with laces still knotted together and hanging down, never 

Fig. 3. Andy Warhol. Shoes. 1980.  

Polacolor 2. 4 ¼ x 3 3/8.  

Chazen Museum of Art 

Fig.4. Robert Mapplethorpe. Untitled. 1974. 

Monochromatic dye diffusion transfer print (Polaroid) 

5 1/8 x 4 1/8 in. Robert Mapplethorpe Foundation 
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worn. Warhol‘s are slightly separated as if just removed, the laces carefully re-tied for the 

photograph shot from above. My point here is not that one is more strange or ―queer‖ than 

another; rather, in bringing us close to these pairs, each carefully displayed in their own ways, 

the photographs begin to suggest a care for these objects that exceeds formal concerns. The 

aesthetics of what would be considered gay male style are drawn out, not merely the shallow 

surface of formalism—if we take the double-meaning of close in close-up as the surface of a 

closet that is either closed or open—but points to what is not shown in ways that surface more 

from what is taken to be the fetish object. 

The low-tech performance involved in taking a photograph with Warhol‘s particular 

Polaroid camera model was referred to as the ―Big Shot Shuffle.‖ Due to its fixed focus, Warhol 

would have to shuffle forward and backward, adjusting his position with the camera in order to 

bring it into focus on his subject, rather than remaining still and focusing the shot mechanically. 

This technique of shuffling in space might be another way to conceive of movement that occurs 

in this gap between photographer and subject/object; shuffling is both a way of moving about 

physically while at the same time remaining undecided in one‘s course of action, wavering on 

the border. Shuffling one‘s feet might enact another kind of drag: an irregular type of movement, 

or an evasion of the normal or expected. In simultaneously apprehending and withdrawing from 

an object of focus, the shuffle suggests a relation of pleasure as well as shame, desire as well as 

disidentification. This relational movement might come close before suddenly recoiling, 

motivated by longing that is nevertheless preoccupied by fear, an apprehension that it both an 

affective position and an uncertain rendering. 

This act of performing a close-up might offer a process of approximation rather than what 

could be taken as a form of either elevating equivalence or desiring possession. I use the term 

approximation with intention here to suggest an estimation that comes near without a claim to 

mastery. Oscillating between a verb and an adjective, approximate means both ―to bring or put 

close‖ and ―to come near.‖ I understand the proximity of the close-up as an approximation, a 

kind of desire or care that comes close, approaching its subject nearly but without total accuracy. 

Approximation implies a value judgment, yet cannot assert its precision. Performing a kind of 

intimate distance, the approximate spacing between what beckons its object close and what 

comes near begins to play in the gap between what might be taken as the subject and object of 

the image.  
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Here, I would like to consider the objects, the performative props themselves not just as 

passive sites for the projection, but also the active production, of desire. Ralph Gibson‘s formal 

studies of bodies as well as everyday objects also use the close-up to achieve abstraction, and a 

visual eroticism through close proximity. Antiquities Dealer, Rome (1984; fig. 7) pictures a body 

engulfed in darkness: what emerges is a white vest offsetting a black tie beneath a black suit, and 

two aged hands, one holding a pair of glasses at the bottom of the frame, the other lifting up a 

white sheet that shadows the head in darkness. Though the figure 

is presumably male—perhaps what we imagine is the gay male 

dealer of antiquities—we cannot be sure of a particular gender 

identity attached to the hands and suit. The focus of this image is 

not the face that remains illegible in the center, but the hands and 

the objects they hold. 

Considering Gibson‘s Bow Tie, Tails (1974; fig. 8), the 

importance of objects is further emphasized. Granted the same 

significance of a body in a portrait, a tuxedo appears against a 

black backdrop, and in such high 

contrast that the stark white buttoned 

shirt pops forward and the black coat 

merges with the background. A bow 

tie is topped by a white card, the product identification and perhaps 

care instructions for this suit on display. The excitement of this 

particular object—as with Warhol‘s and Mapplethorpe‘s shiny 

oxfords—is sparked by the possibility that it could be mine. Aside 

from the pleasures of cross-dressing, this also gets at the possibilities 

that emerge from seemingly neutral objects that, when separated 

from particular bodies, take on an erotic charge.  

Considering these sentient surfaces brings me back to the 

abstraction of sex, a visual eroticism in the play between objects and bodies. Thinking the 

surface of skin as a formal surface of abstraction might allow for a more fluid spacing where 

subject and object collide. A queer feminist response to Warhol‘s and Mapplethorpe‘s Polaroids 

of male torsos might be Patricia Cronin‘s series, Erotic Polaroids (1993). Though they are 

Fig. 7. Ralph Gibson. Antiques 

Dealer, Rome. 1984. Gelatin silver 

print. 12 ½ x 8 3/16 in. 

Chazen Museum of Art 

Fig. 8. Ralph Gibson. Bow Tie, 

Tails. 1973. Gelatin silver print.   

8 1/8 x 12 7/16. 

Chazen Museum of Art 



11 

 

arranged systematically in a grid pattern, the individual Polaroids are not detached formal studies 

but intimate snapshots taken from the close perspective of a participant. In the gridded grouping, 

―Girls‖ (Fig. 9), we look down at a strap-on worn by the photographer, and by the lover; 

segments of thighs and breasts, sheets and panties; two bodies interacting together and with 

objects that include a pin-up photograph of Madonna. The close proximity and fragmentation of 

these Polaroids results in a confusion of bodies and objects, the thickness of bodies intermingling 

with the surfaces of images. It is difficult to discern where one body ends and another begins, 

whether we are gazing at the body of a lover or a life-size cardboard cutout. The gleaming 

surface of Madonna‘s recognizable image, reflecting the camera flash that highlights as it 

obscures her face and breasts, produces a double glare; the shimmer of fluid photographic 

surfaces returns our desiring glances while also confusing and complicating the forms we might 

otherwise easily identify and consume. 

 

   

 Fig. 9. Patricia Cronin. Girls, from the Erotic Polaroids series. 1993.  

24 Polaroid Photographs, 17 x 21 in. Used by permission. 
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Thinking Cronin‘s Polaroids in proximity to Mapplethorpe‘s Made in Canada, it is 

striking that the interactions between bodies and objects make these close-ups all the more 

tantalizing. The ways in which the penis is concealed and unveiled in Mapplethorpe‘s images—

his use of garments, various ways of wrapping and tying, suspending and manipulating the 

phallus on display (while excluding the rest of the male body)—makes it look as harnessed as the 

dildo in Cronin‘s Polaroids. It becomes a disembodied object that could almost be detached and 

worn by another. It could almost belong to me. Almost, but not quite; however, there is pleasure 

in pretending in this moment of defamiliarization. Performing in the intimate distance of the 

subjunctive mood, the moment when bodies and objects that ―could be‖ mine or yours are 

brought closer to us is also the moment when we realize all the ways in which they are not. 

Meeting at the viscous surface of the image, we encounter the subjects/objects of these 

photographs in ways that both acknowledge our identification and make it all the more 

complicated by our misunderstandings and misapprehensions, approximations that create a glare 

on that same surface.  

Disorientation—the ―as if‖ and the ―not quite‖ that become blindingly apparent in our 

encounters with the close-up—is also a profoundly queer feeling. Investigating how bodies 

become ―oriented‖ in the world and in relation to objects, Sara Ahmed asks how we shape and 

are shaped by what is external to us. The queer feeling of discomfort in our disorientation—

feeling out of place, unsettled, and estranged—also involves a difficult encounter between 

surfaces, because to feel comfortable is to fit in with the world so deeply that the space between 

inside and outside becomes seamless.
xiv

 The gap of separation between bodies and objects that is 

opened up in our encounters with abstracted forms might cause discomfort and estrangement; 

however, there are possibilities for one to be shaped by another in the unsettlement of both. 

When I make contact with the surface of an image that seems to give me access to what I want 

and yet cannot have—the suit and shoes I can never fully fill, the woman I believe I know and 

love (perhaps my grandmother, or Madonna)—I also find that the image cannot offer the depth I 

desire. Instead, the gleaming surface stops me at the point of contact to subvert my wish for 

seeing to be a form of knowing, pressing up against the limits of representation to assert the lack 

inherent in my wanting. As I become acutely aware of the surface of my body in these 

encounters, both desirable and undesirable, I also become aware of the surface of the 
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photographic object as something that remains fluid and potentiate and actively volatile. When I 

touch, it touches back, often in surprising and unexpected ways.  

All of this might seem like a series of strange juxtapositions or conceptual leaps from an 

old photograph of my grandmother, to images generally received as gay porn, to formal studies 

of inanimate objects. Yet, while they seem disconnected, these images illustrate some of the 

difficulties and irresolvable tensions that emerge from close contact with what remains just out 

of reach. My encounters in the tough spaces of photographic proximity allow me to imagine 

intimacies that also acknowledge what is missing, what might emerge from what is obscured 

from view, the something more that could occur just beyond the frame. And intimate proximity, 

as an approximate form of relating across difference, not only implies the relation between self 

and other, viewer and image, but all the ways in which we are alienated by the otherness within 

us. Disorientation also occurs when we come into contact with what we did not know about 

ourselves. 

Certainly, I‘ve brought the memory of my grandmother into contact with precisely what 

she did not know; my perverse attachments that I feared would alienate and unsettle. Even when 

we are close to another, intimacy does not necessarily imply a complete understanding or ease of 

knowing. Rather, recognizing how a life exceeds the frame of a single glance, the ways in which 

attachments and desires spill over from what draws us near, might enable our care at the borders 

of what is beyond us. It is the discomfort and distance that puts us beside ourselves when we are 

beside another, leaning in while we long for what remains just beyond our grasp—and perhaps it 

is this longing that enables our loving regard in the first place. 

 

For Doris Lancaster  
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