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In Search of “the Future Analphabets™ in
Camera Lucida

Chi-Lin Hsu

Abstract

While Roland Barthes wrote Camera Lucida in the end of 1970s,
photography was not yet considered an object of serious human sciences
research in French universities. Throughout his career as writer and
social-semiology researcher, Barthes took a deep interest in photography,
which finally led to him using it to ponder life’s philosophical meaning.
Certainly he contributed significantly to the elevation of photography to
something deserving of scientific research. In this context, one may
reasonably wonder if Barthes, while writing his Camera Lucida, had
already read Walter Benjamin’s essay, “Little History of Photography.”
Indeed, Barthes’ bibliography lists a special issue of magazine Le Nouvel
Observateur that did contain an incomplete version of Benjamin’s text.
Barthes admitted that in this magazine he found many photographs that
served to bolster the argument of his book. Nevertheless, he had not
quoted or made any evident reference to Benjamin. But we can still
glimpse between the lines many intertextual responses, perhaps in a
manner not so easy to classify. Consequently, this article will begin by
examining the version of Benjamin’s essay in Le Nouvel Observateur in
order to find what Barthes might have read in it, and then go on to make
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a comparison between these two texts, focusing on certain keywords that
may be in dialogue from one text to the other.

Keywords: Roland Barthes, Walter Benjamin, photo literature, modern
photo aesthetics, Aura, Punctum, time, intertextuality
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