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“The past is a place full of
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Photographic Seeing and Memory in
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Abstract

Songdogs, Colum McCann’s first novel, is a remarkable depiction of
how photography re-conceptualizes and reconfigures memory. This novel
tells the story of how the protagonist, Conor, retraces his parents’ past
experiences and relationships through the photographs taken by his father.
In Conor’s connection to and recollection of the past, McCann highlights the
mechanical intervention of photography and the visual codes of its images
in reconstructing the past, recreating memories, and entangling past-present
relation. The exploration of the mechanical intervention unveils social
replacement or displacement as photography repositions the photographer,
the photographed, and the viewer in relationships. The intervention takes
place between Conor and his parents, since the subject of most of his father’s
photographs is his mother. But, as the viewer, Conor feels embarrassed and
bewildered and does not know how to situate himself while looking at the
sexy or nude images of his mother. Moreover, these photos trigger Conor’s
memory of his mother’s stress and suffering after his father publishes these
photos. The interrogation of the visual codes of photographs reveals that
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there are two features of photographic seeing: one is metaphoric and the
other, metonymic. In addition, it is owing to photographic seeing that the
past is re-imagined and memory, revamped. Prominently, the reconfigured
memory does not merely refashion the past-present relation but demon-
strates Conor’s negotiation and reconciliation with the past. Photographic
seeing in Songdogs thus brings forth a vision of memory which is less a
representation of the past than a place full of energy and imagination.
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Introduction

Memory is generally regarded as intriguing as it is elusive, composed
of traces or fragments of the past. On the obscure nature of memory, Sigrid
Schade contends that “memory does not simply mean repetition, but rather a
constant rewriting of the traces of memory in social processes” (512). What is
worth noting in Schade’s account are the social processes that give rise to the
changeable and unrepresentable nature of memory. And, with the tremendous
impact of technological advances or innovation of various media for (re)presen-
tation since the beginning of modern times, it is undeniable that photography,
a ground-breaking nineteenth-century innovation, has had a lasting impact on
the configuration of memory.

From the camera obscura to the daguerreotype, photography has had a
history of evolution (Gernsheim et al.). Notably, its power to represent the past
and its impact on memory are unneglectable. With the effect of verisimilitude,
photography not only serves as a substantial anchor for memory. It alters the
way one sees and thinks about the world, just as critics and thinkers have found
in investigating the vision of photography and its impact on memory. Jonathan
Crary maintains that photography is particularly remarkable “in the reshaping
of an entire territory on which signs and images, each effectively severed from
a referent, circulate and proliferate.” It forges a new terrain “in which an
observer becomes lodged” (13). Crary foregrounds how the photographic image
influences meaning-making, communication, and particularly how viewers
resituate themselves in the world configured by photographs. In addition, given
that photographs are seized moments of the past, Jonathan Boyarin contends
that by dint of photography, memory is no longer a form of mental activity
but is embodied and connected to the technical. He points out significant
attributes of memory in the wake of photography which are “at once physical,
intersubjective, and technical” (23). Boyarin’s account, breaking away from
the conventional notion of memory, gives rise to the concern about how the
verisimilar photographic image rewrites memory, revamping the way the past is
remembered or recognized. That is, in what way is memory intervened in by
photography? How does photography make memory corporeal, interpersonal,
and technical? How does photography reconfigure memory? This paper aims
to investigate Colum McCann’s novel Songdogs (1995) by exploring these quint-
essential questions concerning photography. In this novel, the narrator, Conor,
recalls the old days of his parents, Michael and Juanita, who migrate from
Ireland to Mexico, then to America, and back to Ireland again. What is inter-
esting is that most of his memory relies on the photographs taken by his father.
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Foregrounding the reminiscences triggered by photographs, McCann reveals an
intriguing picture of the past which not merely demonstrates the technological
intervention of the camera but also foregrounds a peculiar vision of memory.

Songdogs by Colum McCann, an Irish American writer, is a novel about
memory and migration. This novel presents Conor’s memories of his parents
that are mostly derived from photographs, suggesting the evident impact of pho-
tography on memory. However, what the photographs represent is intriguing
as it includes the past he did not know or did not experience. Some of the
photographs reveal things that go beyond his imagination, like the sensuous
portraits of his mother, Juanita. Those pictures of his mother look foreign and
embarrassing to him. Those pictures are intriguing memories of the past that
are mediated by photographs whose events he did not actually experience. Such
memory in a sense aligns with Marianne Hirsch’s idea of “postmemory,” which
indicates “the relationship that the generation after those who witnessed cultural
or collective trauma bears to the experiences of those who came before, experi-
ences that they ‘remember’ only by means of the stories, images, and behaviors
among which they grew up” (106). Even though the memory here does not
refer to specific cultural or collective trauma, Hirsch’s idea partly illuminates
Conor’s imagining the past by means of photographs. With the memory
evoked and mediated via photographs, what is to be examined in McCann’s
novel is how photographic seeing influences how one sees the past, undermines
intersubjective relations, entangles the past-present relation, and, most of all,
remolds memory.

Songdogs starts with Conor’s return to his father’s place in Mayo in Ireland
after journeying through the places in which his parents had stayed. In search of
his mother who disappeared when he was just twelve years old, Conor comes to
terms with the past, particularly the relationship with his parents. After traveling
to Mexico, San Francisco, Wyoming, and New York, following the trajectory
of his parent’s migration, Conor returns to his father after failing to find his
mother. His main purpose is to ask his father the exact reason for his mother’s
departure. However, during his one-week stay in Mayo, he has little interaction
with his father, who has secluded himself in fishing. His father’s photographs
then serve as Conor’s prominent portal into the past. Intriguingly, memories
evoked by the photographs reveal distinct pictures of the past which are intri-
cately entwined with the present, exceeding what is photographically presented.

Addressing the relation between past and present, Andrzej Gabiriski

remarks that Songdogs follows the vein of contemporary Irish literature!

! Contemporary Irish literature is concerned with migration and the relation between the past and
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in highlighting the connection between past and present. Based on the argument
of Derek Hand, he comments that “[tJhe best Irish writing over the last 200
years concerns itself with trying to make connections between the past and the
present in order that a more fruitful future can be imagined.” And what distin-
guishes McCann is that he “dramatise[s] a re-encounter between past and present
on a more personal level,” as the past is augmented by Conor’s constructing
memory via photographs (45). Susan Cahill also sees the relation with the past
on a personal scale but focuses more on the purpose of Conor’s grappling with
the past. To Cahill, it is a process to “create him and bring him into being” (59),
like the title of the novel, Songdogs, implies.” However, in revealing the relation
with the past, what is intriguing in Gabinski and Cahill is how the past is
pictured in constructing memory.

Gabinski employs the idea of the gaze, especially at the photographs, to
render the revision and reconstruction of the past. He argues that the gaze
functions as an active and creative power, enabling the viewer to imagine what
the past can be like.

By looking at the photographs the protagonist becomes the owner, the master of
each moment . . .. His gaze is creative; rather than simply witnessing past moments
the narrator actively embraces them, metaphorically enters their realities, “walking
into the photos”, and brings them back into momentarily existence, immersing

himself into surrogate experiences he never had. (47)

The creative gaze, to Gabinski, “presupposes and mirrors the workings of
desire around the figure,” enabling Conor to picture what he wants to see in the
photo (51). To Gabinski, it is the viewer’s desire embedded in the gaze that
creates and constructs the past. But how does the gaze activate Conor’s imagi-
nation and how do the photographs enable Conor to step into the photograph?
Moreover, how does the imagined or created past remold memory?

In contrast to Gabiriski’s account of the past imagined and constructed via

the present, owing to the fact that Ireland transitioned from a rural to a modernized community from
the 1930s to the 1980s as well as the change of its migration in the 1930s and that in the 1990s. In the
1980s and early 1990s (the Celtic Tiger Years), many Irish people emigrated to Britain and America to
fill labor shortages, while the emergent economic growth initiated a migration back to Ireland. This
makes conspicuous the issue of Irish diaspora and reshapes the idea of Irishness. Drawing on the inau-
gural speech of Mary Robinson, former President of Ireland, who claimed that she represented not only
people in Ireland but the seventy-million Irish around the world, Amanda Tucker argues that “being
Irish had been recognized as a global phenomenon” (29). This complicates the idea of Irishness, as well
as the issues of the relation between past and present, memory, place, and identity.

2 Songdogs is the title of the novel as well as the literal translation of coyotes in the language of the
Navajo Indians, who have a myth relating to the animal. It tells of how “coyotes ushered in the Big
Bang of the world with their song, stood on the rim of nothingness, before time, shoved their pointed
muzzles in the air, and howled the world into existence at their feet” (McCann 72).
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the gaze, Aidan Arrowsmith argues that the past forged by photographs always
remains as “a kind of absence, a mysterious remainder, the ‘unforgettable forgot-
ten’”” (313). Arrowsmith takes the photograph as a significant but problematic
route to the connection with the past. Based on Susan Sontag’s argument on the
reveries elicited by looking at photographs (16), Arrowsmith takes the past rep-
resented in photographs as the perpetual irretrievable, mirroring the rootlessness
of the Irish diaspora. Discrediting the so-called verisimilitude of photographs,
Arrowsmith, in a way like Gabinski, sees the past in photographs as more imagined
than actual. Their arguments give rise to questions about the mechanism
underlying the imagination and reveries of the past in looking at photographs.

To clarify and, if possible, dissolve the focal questions with regard to how
photographs re-forge one’s relation with the past and refashion memory in
Songdogs, 1 find Sontag’s On Photography an adequate point of departure,
particularly her arguments on the new visual codes of photography. To Sontag,
it is owing to this new visual code that “photographs alter and enlarge our
notions of what is worth looking at and what we have a right to observe” (3).
A code, in definition, refers to a set of rules, a system of signs, or symbols for
communication; the photographic visual codes reframe one’s vision in terms of
what can be seen and, more importantly, how one sees. But what and how one
sees is not limited to what photographs represent; rather, they designate how
photography enacts a new way of seeing which reconfigures the past. Hence,
it is essential to probe into the visual codes of photography that activate the re-
imagination of the past and the reconfiguration of memory.

Moreover, by dint of the visual codes of photography, McCann’s Songdogs
intriguingly demonstrates a distinct way to grapple with the past and reform
memory. Even though the above-mentioned critiques argue about the creative
gaze and the viewer’s creation or imagination of the past, what needs further
exploration is what underlies photography that makes possible these gazes or
evocations of reveries. Hence, the following is an interrogation of the visual
codes of photography that fall into three dimensions. One is the mechanical
intervention, as the lens of the camera renders different eyes to visualize the
world. The second dimension refers to the way the photograph enables the
viewer to see the past. The third dimension is the memory reconfigured in
photographic seeing.
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The Eyes Rendered by the Camera

The mechanical dimension of photography,® more than representing reality,
significantly determines one’s vision of the world. The mechanical dimension
of photography is essential to Sontag’s account of the new visual codes of
photography: “[w]hatever the claims for photography as a form of personal
expression . . . its originality is inextricably linked to the powers of the
machine” (123-24). No matter what idea the photographer has for photo-
taking, photography engages an optical-chemical process. More significantly,
“[t]he mechanical genesis of these images, and the literalness of the powers they
confer, amounts to a new relationship between image and reality” (158). The
mechanically produced images inevitably reshape reality and alter the way it is
recognized. The argument corresponds to what Rosalind E. Krauss maintains:
“the camera mediates the presence [of the world], gets between the viewer and
the world, shapes reality according to its terms. Thus what supplements and
enlarges human vision also supplants the viewer himself; the camera is the aid
who comes to usurp” (32-33).

Specifically focusing on the mechanical intervention in human vision,
Donna Haraway foregrounds the grafting of the technological devices onto the
natural eyes. She contends that “[t]he ‘eyes’ made available in modern techno-
logical sciences shatter any idea of passive vision; these prosthetic devices show
us that all eyes, including our own organic ones, are active perceptual systems,
building on translations and specific ways of seeing, that is, ways of life” (583).
To Haraway, technological devices like the camera are autonomous and active
in constituting different visions of the real instead of merely being supplemental
or conducive. The argument is echoed in the argument of Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy,

3 As significant visual codes for the real, photography is marked by the technical or mechanical
intervention in the image (re-)presentation. Even though there should be a photographer who frames
and angles the photos, it is mainly the optical-chemical stage that makes the photos possible. Alfred
Stieglitz stresses the mechanical part of photography: “In the infancy of photography . . . after the
selection of the subjects, the posing, lighting, exposure and development, every succeeding step was
purely mechanical, requiring little or no thought” (qtd. in Costello 6). Roland Barthes attributes the
renewed vision to the technical aspect of photography when elucidating photography as the intersection
of two procedures: “one of a chemical order: the action of light on certain substances; the other of a
physical order: the formation of the image through an optical device” (10). The observation of the
mechanical nature of photography has had a lasting influence, even after the second half of the twentieth
century. Like Stieglitz, André Bazin and Stanley Cavell foreground the automatism of photogra-
phy. Bazin comments on the photographic image: “For the first time, between the originating object
and its reproduction there intervenes only the instrumentality of a non-living agent. For the first
time an image of the world is formed automatically, without the creative invention of man” (qtd. in
Costello 38). Cavell, agreeing to Bazin’s idea of instrumentality, points out “[t]he inescapable fact of
mechanism or automatism in the making of these images” (qtd. in Costello 42).
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who observes that with the photographic camera, “we see the world with
entirely different eyes” (22).

In Songdogs, the camera gives Michael, Conor’s father, different eyes, and
alters the way Michael sees himself and the world. Michael’s father had died in
WWI, and his mother had committed suicide not long after. He is then adopted
by two Protestant ladies who unfortunately pass away in an accident shortly
after the adoption. Feeling lost and desperate, Michael is revitalized by the
camera left by one of the ladies. Seizing images of the world by photo-taking
becomes his vital momentum; the camera “burst him out on to the world, gives
him something to cling to . . . in the power of light, the necessity of image, the
possibility of freezing time” (9). He is captivated in having a sense of autonomy
and control bestowed by the camera. He leaves Mayo because of his fascination
with the photographic image of a Mexican girl which “burned like magnesium
into his mind” (34). When he arrives in Mexico, even though he does not find
the girl in the photo, he falls in love with Juanita, whom he marries. Michael is
then engrossed in taking photographs of Juanita. His passion for photography
and desire to establish fame with his photos compel him to migrate from Mexico
to America. The camera obviously makes him see himself and the world with
different eyes and promises him a world to pursue.

While knowing how the camera gives his father prospects for the future,
Conor comes to perceive the intriguing attributes of the eyes of the camera. The
photographic image of the past, unlike painting or other visual arts, does not
take into consideration the photographer’s intention or interpretation. Thus,
the perspective in photographic seeing is fluid and elusive. One never knows
with what eyes or in what way the photographic image is seen. The camera
presents Conor with some unexpected images—the “[s]hots of women naked in
lamplight, women parading in front of his camera, women with sheets pulled
coyly around them. . . . I became the camera, became the camera man, and all
the time hated my father for being privy to these visions” (22). Conor is given
the eyes behind the camera which are supposed to be his father’s. However,
with his father’s eyes through the lens of the camera, it is not only the image but
his father’s intention in taking the photo that disturbs him. The sensuous
portraits make Conor feel embarrassed and detest what his father has done.
Thus, more than enabling Conor to see in a different manner, the camera
displaces him in pre-established recognition and relations, which means the
photographic image confounds him greatly. It causes the difficulty for him to
situate himself properly in relation to his parents.

Different eyes and displacement account for conspicuous mechanical
intervention in Songdogs. The photos taken by Conor’s father also open the eyes



Photographic Seeing and Memory in Colum McCann’s Songdogs 37

of the community in Mayo and incite an uproar. The photos, especially the
religiously inadequate ones, result in disdain and repulsion, undermining his
father’s relationships with others. In Conor’s narrative, his father is once
knocked down to the ground by the priest who discovers him taking photos
of the church housekeeper “with her skirt hitched high around her hips and
her knees ajar.” From then on, he is seen as having “a dark, but almost heroic
shadow” around, audaciously doing socially unacceptable things. The scorn
and rage caused by his photos are more conspicuously revealed. One of the
local councilors has a heart attack when seeing “a portrait of his aunt with her
left nipple visible under a thin linen blouse” (11, 12-13).

Disturbances and displacement are also manifested in Conor’s secing
Juanita’s portraits. In Conor’s narrative, via the camera, his father’s vision of his
mother is less as a wife than a photographically framed image, sensual and erotic.
To Conor, it is a malign attempt “to imprison her into well-defined contours,
and to appropriate her body and her life” (Mikowski 246). His father intends
to use the portraits of his mother as the touchstone of a promising future. He
desperately looks forward to a day that he would be able to say to himself, “/
was once great, look at these great photos I took, look how perfect they are, look
how I once lived, I was alive!” (171). Yet, instead of fulfilling his ambition,
these photographs twist his father’s relationship with Conor and his mother.
As the community considers the photos blasphemous, Conor’s mother, unable
to grapple with people’s sneers, feels greatly distressed and flees. And Conor,
feeling confused and disturbed, travels for years in Mexico and America in the
hope of finding his mother and the exact cause for her disappearance, a hope
which ends in vain.

To Conor, his mother’s disturbance and displacement reveal her ignorance
of the complexity of what eyes the camera rendered. Looking at his mother’s
portraits, Conor realizes that his mother’s eyes see the husband rather than the
camera and the photographer: “[s]he wasn’t performing for the camera—she
was performing for him. . .. There wasn't an ounce of vanity in her poses” (38).
The photos, particularly the ones taken in their bedroom, are her sweet and
secret moments with Michael: “[t]hey’re not obscene, not in any way. . . . It’s an
attention of sorts” (141). Ironically, it is via the lens of the camera that Juanita
perceives her husband’s love. Additionally, she does not anticipate that her photos,
the intimate moments with her husband, would be under the gaze of the public,
nor does she foresee the impact of the camera on her familial and social relation-
ships. In Conor’s memory, his mother had tried to keep herself away from the
sneers and insults of the community by building a stone wall around the place
she lives. However, the wall does not shelter her from their gazes and derision;
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she at last burns down her husband’s darkroom and vanishes.

From his mother’s photos, Conor senses how the camera wrecks the
relationship of his parents and leaves his mother with unbearable grief and loss.
The photos are “the moments of her body. Her neck and breasts and stomach
and legs and spine and moles and pubic hair and ankles and eyes and raven-dark
hair . . . in a dark Bronx bedroom, screaming out for some sense of place, lost
between the cheap covers of a book” (171). The perception is echoed in Conor’s
recalling what his mother tells him about the trip to America in 1956, during
which he imagines his mother’s seeing herself in a cracked mirror. Secluding
herself in the bathroom and “[cJombing her hair in a broken mirror, she must
have been amazed at what the cracks did to her face, fracturing her eyes down
to her nose, sending cheekbones into a landslide, displacing one ear upwards
so that it almost floated above her head” (80-81). From his mother’s portraits,
Conor perceives her turmoil and dismay over the conflict between who she is
and how she is seen in photographs.

The camera displaces Conor in relation to his parents. Most of Conor’s
memories about his parents’ movements from Mexico to San Francisco, to
Wyoming, to New York, and back to Mayo come from his father’s photos.
However, beyond his expectation are the sensual photographs of his mother:
“[wlhen I first saw them, they made me sick to the stomach. I hardly even
realised it was her at first, and unlike the ones of the women in Spain, I never again
looked at them in the attic, never found myself part of them” (59). His mother
in the photos “seemed to leaf her way into the lens, a brooding silence of body, an
acceptance of danger, an ability to become anything that he wanted her to
become . . .” (60). Apparently, these photographs greatly discomfit Conor.
He experiences a sense of guilt when his desire is aroused by the image of the
obscene female body. In a sense, it attests to Ulrich Baer’s contention that
photographs tend to “call into question the habitual reliance on vision as the
principal ground for cognition” (181). To Baer, the gap between the viewer’s
recognition and what photographs present is due to the viewer who is not able
to comprehend what transpired at the moment the picture was taken. What
confounds and discomforts Conor is that the camera renders a picture of his
parents which is barely recognizable and acceptable.

Conor’s photographic seeing in Songdogs reveals evident mechanic inter-
vention which renders alternative eyes, incurs displacement, and intervenes in
familial and social relationships. The photographs taken by Conor’s father,
more than the revelation of the past, play a major role in memory configuration,
as Conor’s memory of his parents is deflected by his mother’s photographic
image. Nonetheless, another noteworthy aspect of photographic seeing is
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subjective association and imagination in photographic seeing, like Conor’s
imagining his mother’s shattered image in the mirror. Even though photo-
graphs presuppose an objective view, the subjective in photographic seeing is
inevitably prominent, indicating that what one sees in a photograph transcends
what is visible or realistic. But in what way do photographs activate the viewer’s
subjective association and imagination?

Seeing Re-framed by the Photograph

In addition to the mechanical intervention which renders different eyes
and incurs displacement in given social relations, Conor’s memory of his parents
and the past illustrates how photographic seeing exceeds and extends what is
presented in photographs. To Sontag, the photograph “is the most mysterious
of all the objects that make up, and thicken, the environment we recognize as
modern” (3).* The way the photograph modernizes the social milieu lies in its
new way of seeing, as observed by Don Ihde, who claims that “/#/he photograph,
more than merely representing, ‘teaches a way of seeing” (151). But more than
what can be seen, what is essential in a photograph is how it alters the manner
of seeing. Photographic seeing, to Sontag, is surrealistic: “[n]o activity is better
equipped to exercise the Surrealist way of looking than photography, and

4 Photography takes on quite a few paradoxical attributes, giving rise to diverse arguments concern-
ing the ideas of image and representation. Engaged with the ethical, aesthetic, and epistemological
dimensions, these arguments have been antithetical or polarized ever since the middle of the nineteenth
century. Oliver Wendell Holmes was amazed by the stunning mechanical capability to represent reality.
He contends that photography is “a purely mechanical and objective copying procedure devoid of
human selection or composition” (71). Yet counter to Holmes's idea, Henry Peach Robinson observes
that there is some “subjective element in the artistic photographic process” (91) that can be discerned
in photographic framing and composition. It echoes what Marius De Zayas maintains: “the photog-
rapher—the true photographer—is he who has become able . . . to possess such a clear view of things
as to enable him to understand and feel the beauty of the reality of Form” (128-29). Proposing a way
out of the polar ends of the debate, Peter Henry Emerson is “the first to assign different styles and pur-
poses to artistic, scientific, and commercial photography . . . a photograph could be a picture of purely
aesthetic value, reflecting an artist’s spontaneous visual impression of the natural world” (Meyers 99).
Following Emerson, Alfred Stieglitz maintains that cameras act as “tools for the elaboration of their
(photographers’) ideas . . . not as tyrants to enslave and dwarf them” (118). The arguments of Emerson
and Stieglitz increase people’s attention to the artistic attributes in photography. Sontag sees the history
of photography as “the struggle between two different imperatives: beautification, which comes from
the fine arts, and truth-telling, which is measured not only by a notion of value-free truth, a legacy
from the sciences, but by a moralized ideal of truth-telling, adapted from nineteenth-century literary
models and from the new profession of independent journalism” (86). These debates show an intricate
meshwork concerning the photographic image and its representation. The wide spectrum of the ideas
manifests the intriguing character of photography, which makes the question of how to see photography
still a controversial issue.
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eventually we look at all photographs surrealistically” (74). A liminal attribute
thus is seen in the photographic image, straddling the real and the unreal. Well-
known is her remark that “[s]urrealism lies at the heart of the photographic
enterprise: in the very creation of a duplicated world, of a reality in the second
degree” (52). Sontag’s surrealistic photographic seeing, which is prominent and
influential on the arguments regarding photography in recent decades, enables
the viewer to see something other than the photographic image. But what does
“something other than the photographic image” refer to? According to Sontag,
it is the “reality,” which is “defined not as what is ‘really’ there but as what I ‘really’
perceive” (120). The photographic image morphs into some other things as
one’s perception is associated with things or events with similar characteristics.
Photographic seeing then metaphorically recontextualizes photographs.

In Songdogs, McCann foregrounds surrealistic photographic seeing,
enabling the viewer to recontextualize the photograph. This is evident in
Conor’s seeing photos of a Fascist camp taken by his father in the late 1930s.
The photo of bread dropping from airplanes in wartime is seen by Conor as the
“white loaves of bread showering down on Madrid, the strangest rain the city
had ever seen. The bread zipped through the winter air, over the clifftops of the
Manzanares River, parachutes of it moving like snow, bombarding the city” (17).
Recontextualizing the photo, Conor’s seeing suggests a cynical contrast between
food for survival and bombs that destroy. It engages the feeling of ambivalence
toward the soft bread and the inevitable bombardment. The recontextualization
is also instantiated by Conor’s seeing the photos of the prostitutes who are
perceived as if “there were of bread. The prostitutes held a peculiar fascination
for him, girls who rolled their skirts up on the rubble of their thighs” (21). The
bread given for survival interestingly is associated with the thighs of the sex
workers in his perception. And it is the perception that marks the surrealistic
vision, disclosing a rupture between the represented and the perceived.

In addition to associating what is perceived with some other things, Conor
imagines what happened to the people in the photos and how they felt. Conor,
not being in the war, is supposedly not in a position to know the wartime
situation or how his father felt in taking those pictures. Yet, these photos
appear to him “dark and brooding—a chaplain in a field, stepping over the
dead, a woman picking shrapnel from her thigh as if bored by the enormity
of her wound, an obese surgeon smoking over a stretcher, the sucked-in bones
of a village after an aerial bombardment” (19-20). Conor depicts the photos
as if he had witnessed the battle scene and is able to detail what people
underwent. This ability for depiction can be illuminated by Siegfried Kracauer’s
notion of the spatial continuum, which refers to the idea that a photograph is
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“the spatial configuration of a moment,” while the historical or social signifi-
cance of the photograph is erased (Mass Ornament 56). According to Kracauer,
“[t]he spatial continuum from the camera’s perspective predominates the spatial
appearance of the perceived object; the likeness that the image bears to it
effaces the contours of the object’s history” (“Photography” 432). Despite
being a moment seized in time, a photograph featuring the spatial continuum
rids itself of socio-historical significance or personal intentions. It is what makes
photographs differ from paintings, as the latter contain the painter’s intention
or interpretation,S as discussed above with surrealistic painting. According to
Kracauer’s spatial continuum, the photographic image is recontextualized by the
way Conor views his father’s wartime photos. The spatial continuum of these
photos enables Conor to reframe what he sees without resorting to their actual
socio-historical fabric. These frozen moments of the war, pieced together like a
spatial pastiche, are built on Conor’s own associations and imagination.
Another feature of surrealistic photographic seeing in Songdogs is out-
contextualization. Conor, staring at a photo of his mother and some Irish
immigrants, is drawn to his mother’s hands—the hands that “have been
doing laundry all day. . . . Mam’s eyes are drawn down to her hands. Long and
water-wrinkled, they have been scrubbing for many hours. Remnants of white
washing powder under the nails. The tops of the fingers are puffy and the skin
is loose from so much water” (137). On the surface, the photo enables Conor
to have a close look at his mother’s wrinkled hands, washing powder-stained
nails, and bloated fingers. The image evokes Conor’s memory of the days in
the Bronx, where his mother eked out a living by doing laundry. Yet, outcon-
textualization is different from recontextualization. While recontextualization,
metaphoric in nature, places the image in a context that is somewhat irrelevant
to the original, outcontextualization, metonymic, is linked to other contexts
based on recognizable relevance or connection. Outcontextualization is an
idea conceived by Celia Lury. She regards it as an essential process of how the
photographic image acts as a perceptual prosthesis, manifesting that “secing
photographically has encouraged a view of the object . . . as outcontextualized.
In short, the power of the photographic image is such that it has encouraged

> In “Photography,” Siegfried Kracauer foregrounds the spatial continuum of photography in
elucidating its differences from artistic painting. Kracauer observes that the artwork “resembles a magic
mirror that does not reflect those who consult it as they appear but instead as they wish to be or as they
fundamentally are.” In contrast, photography captures the objects “as a spatial continuum from any
one of a number of positions” (427, 428). This means the artwork displays the artist’s intention and
interpretation of the object, whereas the photograph does not. In short, the idea of the spatial continuum
illuminates how the photographic image eludes any presupposed intention or meaning imposition.
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an arbitrary relation to context” (219). Yet, the arbitrary, far from random,
is prominently related to the viewer’s memory and experiences, just as Conor
sees his mother in the photo. And what is worth delving into is what triggers
the outcontextualization in Conor’s photographic seeing.

Conor’s seeing his mother’s days in the Bronx is image outcontextualization
or perceptual prosthesis enacted by the punctum. Roland Barthes contends
that there are mainly two features of the photographic image: the studium and
the punctum. The studium refers to the historically or culturally recognized
image—“a general, enthusiastic commitment” (26), corresponding to what
Norman Bryson contends about the screen of signs.® As for the punctum, it is
what catches the viewer’s eyes and acts as “that accident that pricks” him (27).
As the unexpected, the punctum makes photographic seeing a mode of out-
contextualization because it has “a power of expansion. This power is often
metonymic” (45). Moreover, the punctum navigates how one sees photographs
by reminding the viewer of something beyond but related to the photographed.

It may be seen that the hands of Conor’s mother are the punctum that
enacts his imagination of how his mother felt and thought at that time.

Mam is just about smiling as she looks down at her hands. It is not an unhappy
smile, just a little lost on her face. Maybe she’s wondering what she’s doing here. . . .
Wondering if life is manufactured by a sense of place, if happiness is dependent on
soil, if it is an accident of circumstance that a woman is born in a certain country,
and that the weather that gives birth to the soil also gives birth to the unfathomable
intricacies of the heart. (138)

Conor associates the hands of his mother first with the soil, then the country,
the weather, and back to the soil again. As the hands arouse his feelings and
imagination, he even sees how desperately his mother yearned to return to her
motherland. Conor’s seeing the photograph can be further explained by Régis
Durand’s argument concerning photographic seeing.” Durand identifies the
distinctiveness of the photographic image by drawing on Gilles Deleuze’s idea

¢ Norman Bryson maintains that vision is socialized and that socialized vision is what forges one’s
visuality. That is, “[b]etween retina and world is inserted a screen of signs, a screen consisting of all the
multiple discourses on vision built into the social arena” (92). The socialized vision that is based on
social recognition plays an essential role in deciphering what one sees. Hence, the eyes are far from
neutral and the taint in seeing is persistent.

7 In “How to See (Photographically),” Durand tries to distinguish his argument of photographical
seeing from Roland Barthes’s punctum by exploring three aspects. One is that Durand thinks Barthes
focuses on the image of the objects, while Durand works more on the process of image proliferation
in the photographic seeing as it is activated by the inchoative energy. Second, Durand thinks Barthes
designates absence or lack as something outside or external to the photo, while Durand himself takes
it as an intrinsic part of the image. Moreover, photographic seeing, to Durand, is not restricted to the
image that enacts the punctum-effect but refers to every photograph (149-50).
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of image-thought. Durand stresses the pensiveness of the photographic image
and contends that the photograph is “an image-thought,” as the photographic
image enables “other associations, other desires, and call[s] up other images in
seeing. It is like an infinite proliferation of small branching-outs, which end up
covering up completely the original trace and leading the mind astray in many
directions” (149). To Durand, it is the pensiveness of photographic images that
trigger the emergence of the unpresented and the invisible. Additionally, the
photographic image tends to be de-authorized and prompts the viewer to take
an active role in seeing the photograph.® What is worth noting is that the image
proliferation of Conor’s photographic seeing makes an intricate loop among the
photographic image, memory, and imagination.

Barthes’s punctum and Durand’s image proliferation are significant for
investigating Conor’s reminiscences and imagination in photographic seeing.
In Conor’s photographic seeing, it is the punctum that activates the process of
image proliferation. Durand and Barthes both hold that photographs act as an
evocation of what goes beyond the represented object or image. However, one
prominent difference between them is that Barthes’s punctum initiates met-
onymic photographic seeing, while Durand foregrounds the automatic process of
image proliferation as “the viewer shifts from the apparent image to something
else, a metaphoric and metonymic displacement” (150). Both Barthes’s punctum
and Durand’s image branching-outs are evident in Conor’s seeing the photos
of his parents’ days in the Bronx. Yet, they illuminate the outcontextualization
in Conor’s photographic seeing in an ostensibly similar but different manner.
Their similarity mainly lies in the expanded relation with things not presented
in the photographed. The difference is that Barthes’s punctum specifically
highlights what pricks the viewer in photographic seeing, while Durand’s image
branching-outs explicate how Conor goes from one scene or idea to another in
photographic seeing.

Significantly, as the image branching-outs of photographic seeing incorpo-
rate memory and imagination, the notion of time is re-vitalized and reframed.
As Conor observes:

Time moved with the rhythm of an insect wing—it struck me how a second of

an insect’s life might be a decade of ours, the whole world shattered into prisms of
vision, the concentrate of living, the vitality of each instant—and the old man could

8 The de-authorization first derives from objective presentation of reality, because the viewer intends
to see reality in the photograph. Secondly, the mechanical intervention of the photographic image
dilutes the significance of the photographer by rendering an illusion of confronting the spectator with
transparent or objective reality.
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have been creating both the brevity and length of time. (151)

The intricate temporal folds foregrounded in the photograph refashion the past-
present relation. Conor’s photographic seeing unravels how the past is enfolded
and empowered in the present as his father had time “held in the centre of his
fist. . . . as if he believed that something that was has the power to be what is.
It was his own particular ordering of the universe, a pattern that moved from
past to present, with the ease of a sheet dropped into a chemical bath” (23).
Furthermore, Conor’s photographic seeing intriguingly repositions him in the
past-present. Looking at his mother’s picture, Conor asks: “Are ya happy, Mam?
She doesn’t reply. But there is something in her that says: Well, yes, I am happy
here, I suppose I'm happy, but I'd be happier elsewhere” (139). The imagined
talk with his mother can be deciphered by Jill Bennetts idea of memory which
is based on sensory perception. Bennett highlights the capacity of the visual
arts, such as the photograph, “to rouch the viewer who feels rather than simply
sees the event, drawn into the image through a process of affect contagion” (36;
emphasis added). Obviously, Conor’s eagerness to know how his mother felt in
those days is enacted by the photo. And as Conor meets his mother in
photographic seeing, the present is blended in the past. Importantly, Conor’s
rendezvous with his mother on the one hand suggests his attempt to dissolve his
worries about his mother and on the other hand reveals how the past is recon-
figured in the present.

The past in photographic seeing, either metaphoric or metonymic, tran-
scends what is photographically represented. It in one aspect echoes what
Moholy-Nagy maintains—photographic representation becomes creation (5).
In another aspect, the reconstruction of the past entails temporal folds which
contort both past and present. And what is peculiarly worth noting is the
impact of the re-imagined past on memory—the memory reconfigured by
photographic seeing.

Memory Reconfigured in Photographic Seeing

Memory is significantly reconfigured by mechanical intervention and new
visual codes immanent in photographic seeing in Songdogs. To Conor, seeing the
photograph is not so much concerned with what is presented, but with how the
unpresented of the past is revitalized and seen. It echoes what Lury contends,
that memory is re-constituted and re-conceptualized in “the transformation
wrought by images, especially the mechanically reproduced image of the pho-
tograph” (1006), as the visual codes enable the transformation in seeing the
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photographically reproduced past. Given that the photograph enacts image
proliferation as discussed in the foregoing, its proliferating trajectory reveals
the peculiar texture of memory, as Conor sees his father’s photos unfold his
parents’ past, a past in which he did not participate. Conor takes in those imag-
es as part of his memory as if they were his own experiences. This corresponds
to Hirsch’s account of the “connection to the past [which] is thus not actually
mediated by recall but by imaginative investment, projection, and creation” (107).
But how do imagination, projection, and creation activated by the photograph
re-configure or re-conceptualize memory?

Kracauer remarks that memory, despite being intrinsically fragmentary
and elusive, is usually attached to certain meaning or significance. In contrast,
the photograph, as a spatial continuum, refers to “the spatial appearance of
an object” with no regard to “the knowledge of the original” (Mass Ornament
52, 56). That is, the photograph does not specify the idea or meaning
of the past. Metaphoric and metonymic photographic seeing manifests multiple
possibilities to see the past, making the photographic image “a place full of
energy and imagination” (McCann 73), just as Conor is invited to step into
photographs which activate his imagination of the past. When Conor looks
closely at another photo of his parents in the Bronx in the 1950s, a time
long before he was born, he walks into the photographic image and sees the

people there:
They are Irish immigrants. . . . But I know their jobs . . . mechanics, maids, doormen,
waitresses, line cooks, roofers, plumbers. . . . The men remember a time when they

were boys. They made footballs from the bladders of pigs, but the shape of footballs
has changed in this country, no longer round. Their sons often come home in
colourful high-school jackets and it’s a strange language that they speak, quarterbacks
and sackings. The men are wondering whether the ball, in its mid-flight twirl, will
be caught. . .. One mother is worried that the ball is heading towards her daughter,
and maybe a joke rises up in her mind that her daughter is so clumsy that she hasn’t
even caught the measles yet, how could she catch anything else? (136-37)

The picture of Irish immigrant workers in the Bronx enacts Conor’s imagination
of their life, while the ball, which is about to fall upon a little girl, acts like
Barthes’s punctum, suggesting the immigrants’ inevitable challenges and
difficulties in America. Specifically, the imagination is woven with the memory
of his parents who, in Conor’s eyes, go through the same hardships. What is
noteworthy is that Conor’s imagination is not sheer reveries; it implicates a
connection with what he knows and even desires to understand, echoing
Bennett’s remark on affective contagion when one is drawn into the image while

looking at the photograph.
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The imagined past which is compelled by one’s desire is vividly displayed in
Conor’s seeing the photo of his mother at a dancing party. Interestingly, Conor’s
imagination demonstrates his efforts to reconcile with the past, especially
the relationship with his mother. Conor perceives that “[i]t was a happy night
for Mam, because her cheeks are flush with alcohol and her face is made-up,
eyelashes curled, mascara carefully applied. . . . Her thin body is in the middle
of a twist, so that one shoulder is lower than the other and her chest nudges up
against her blouse” (141-42). Immersed in the image, Conor sees himself “walk
out there to go dancing. It’s hot and muggy, a humid night in late autumn.
I twirl my hips, too. I move with abandon.” As Conor abandons himself to
dancing, he hears his mother saying, “When are you going to get rid of that
stupid earring, Conor? I take it out and give it to her, and she smiles” (142).
What he sees in the photo is not only his association with the photographic
image but an incredible temporal warp. The dancing party took place long
before his birth when his parents were quite young. It is thus a temporal
inflection since the imagined dance with his mother coincides with his being
caught wearing an earring which he wore only several years after his mom had
disappeared. It implies his ambivalence in knowing that wearing an earring was
something his mother would not agree with and simultaneously hoping for her
recognition.

Additionally, from the same photo, Conor sees his father, who, as the
photographer, is more likely to be behind than in front of the camera. He is
“slickly dressed in a white shirt that smells of barsmoke. His dark tie is open
and the long end of it reaches past his waist. Hair is quite thin now, furrows of
it across his scalp. He is glad to watch his wife dance” (142). On the one hand,
the imagined past far exceeds what the photographic image presents, echoing
Kracauer’s remark that “what appears in the photograph is not the person but
the sum of what can be subtracted from him or her” (Mass Ornament 56-57).
On the other hand, Conor’s ambivalence accrues because his father appears
happy in taking pictures of his mam who is dancing and having fun with some
young men at the bar. In addition to reconfiguring memory, the extension and
expansion of the photographic image via imagination disclose Conor’s coming
to terms with the past, especially untangling the relationship with his parents.
The imaginary interaction with his mother at the dancing party indicates the
intimacy Conor yearned for in real life. And seeing his father’s enjoyment in
photo-taking assures him of his father’s passion for photography and, more
significantly, his father’s love for his mother. This may allay his anger at his
father’s taking the obscene photos of his mother. Conor’s photographic see-
ing contributes to an alternative relation with the past and turns memory into
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a place teeming with imagination, vitality, and even reconciliation which
dissolves some entanglements buried in the past.

Conor’s photographic seeing is significant, manifesting his persistence in
trying to reconcile with the past, particularly concerning the reason why his
father took those sensual pictures of his mother, why his mother left, and where
his mother could be. The process of his dealing with the past is evinced in his
search for his mother and his asking his father about his mother’s disappearance
and her whereabouts. Nonetheless, the reconciliation with the past is not merely
processed in photographic seeing; it is further manifested in what he does. The
talk with his father at the end of his stay in Mayo well demonstrates his efforts
in coming to terms with the past. Conor and his father seldom talk during
his one-week stay. However, before leaving, while helping his father with a
bath, he tells his father that he wants to know about things in the past. His
father is resistant to speaking about the past, owing to his suppressed regrets:

‘T mean, he said, ‘it’s all so long ago now.”

‘It’s not really.

“We make our mistakes.’

‘We all do,’ I said.

‘Then we move along.’

‘We do.’

“You learn finally that some things arent meant to heal.” (205)

What his father says means a lot to Conor. His father at least in a way admits
having made mistakes in the past and tells Conor they have to move ahead even
though there may be no remedy for those mistakes. Concerning his mother’s
whereabouts, his father replies that his mother “could have walked her way down
to the river beyond. She was awful depressed.” But that was not for sure. His
father believes that his mother is where she belongs and may send him a letter
some day (208-09). The words of his father, though not telling him where his
mother could be, help relieve Conor’s anger and ambivalence about the past.

In addition to the reconciliation with the past, the attributes of photo-
graphic seeing are interestingly mirrored in the memory of empirical experiences.
In recalling his mother’s struggle and anguish, Conor’s narrative reveals the char-
acteristics of photographic seeing—the spatial continuum, the punctum, and
image proliferation. It is illustrated in Conor’s narrative of the day at the beach
after his mother’s photos were in print. Conor remembers how his mam tried
to wrap herself up tightly at the beach, attempting to evade the gaze of others.
Yet, without focusing on his mam’s feeling or how his parents interacted with
him, Conor’s description moves from one thing to another, like skimming over
a beach photo, corresponding to Kracauer’s spatial continuum:
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Mam started buttoning up everything very high, even when we went to the beach,
especially when we went to the beach. A long stretch of clean yellow sand, edged
by rocks, studded on the ten good days of summer with deckchairs and bathtowels
and coloured balls floating on the air. Men with farmer’s tans shoved the top end of
matches into the ground. . . . Older boys stood with binoculars on the dunes. . . .
Along the hard edge of the beach a middle-aged gypsy whom I had seen in town was
guiding a donkey. Beside him, on a motorbike, was Jimmy Donnelly from secondary
school, older than me, going very slowly, no helmet on. (178)

Conor does not specify any thematic focus or attach any meaning to the objects
or figures. Marked by a lucid and continuous spatial contour, Conor’s memory
is far from fragmentary. It is “the spatial configuration of a moment” (Kracauer,
Mass Ornament 56).

Moreover, the photo-like memory on the beach day has its punctum and is
outcontextualized. The outcontextualization of memory starts with the kitchen
knife his mother takes from the plastic bag. Conor’s memory moves from the
knife in his mother’s hand to his father’s walking along the strand on the beach,
lifting up a jellyfish, and then going back to his mother who is using the knife
to smear honey over bread. In the meantime, the knife, like the punctum,
reminds Conor of his being insulted by a tinker. The tinker, Donnelly’s friend,
affronts Conor when he wants to ride the gypsy’s donkey. But when the gypsy
asks for money, Conor replies that he has none. The gypsy then tells him to
“fuck off” The tinker then laughs and tells Conor if he wants to have a ride,
“get your old dear down here to give us a blowjob.” “What?” “Your old dear, she
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gives us a blowjob, we'll give ya a trot” (180). Being eleven years old, Conor
is confused and asks his mother what a blowjob is, to which his mother does
not reply. Yet, he finds that after that day, his mam starts burning the copies of
her photo album as if “she had burned herself, made a pyre of her past, a giant
cardboard box of books with the ends of flame around it, licking the edge of
herself . . . 7 (182). It seems that burning the books could erase the stigma
inflicted on her.

Conor’s memory of the day at the beach displays significant features of
photographic seeing. The knife as the punctum, in a sense, has Conor recall his
being derided and his mother’s torments. In another sense, the knife unveils
how Conor sees his parents’ relationship distorted by photographs. Notably,
what is evoked is not what was there, but Conor’s ambivalence toward his
parents as well as toward himself, just as Durand argues about image proliferation
which “end[s] up covering up completely the original trace and leading the
mind astray in many directions” (149). That aligns with Kracauer’s account
that “the flood of photos sweeps away the dams of memory” (Mass Ornament
58), indicating the irresistible power of the photographs to reconstitute memory.
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Prominently, photographic seeing does not merely reconfigure memory with
imagination and creation but impacts how empirical experiences are remembered.
Hence, the intriguing mechanism of photographic seeing remolds memory
that is more than the fragments or traces of what is held in mind.

Conclusion

In catching the moments of the past, photography reveals its mechanical
intervention and peculiar visual codes. It creates a distinct vision of the world
which is constituted by spatial continuum, the punctum, and the proliferation
of the image. The visual codes of photography reframe the self-other relation
and, more importantly, memories which go beyond the traces or fragments of
the past. Prominently, memories are reconfigured in the metaphoric and met-
onymic vision rendered by photographic seeing. Photographic seeing unveils
the entanglement between self and other, past and present. Being vigorous and
metamorphic, memories in photographic seeing highlight an intriguing temporal
inflection in paradoxical past-present and present-past relations. Additionally,
memories are intriguingly refashioned in the proliferation of photographic im-
ages which are more imaginative than realistic, more subjective than objective.

The photographically reconfigured memory is what distinguishes Songdogs
in McCann’s portrayal of the Irish diaspora. McCann neither sticks to the
issue of Irish rootedness nor investigates the past-present relation for better
future prospects or self-identification. Cahill and Gabiniski both remark that
Songdogs delves into the idea of Irish rootedness in addressing the relation
between past and present. What makes the argument of the photographically
constructed memory distinct from Cahill’s and Gabinski’s critiques is the alter-
native relation between past and present, particularly how photographic seeing
makes the past not merely photographically constituted but negotiable and
reconstructable in the present. Moreover, Songdogs attests to Schade’s idea of the
reconfigured memory in social processes, manifesting photography as one of the
prominent social processes in remolding memory. Photography does not merely
mark the mechanical or technological intervention in seeing the world but
impacts how one recognizes, revitalizes, and reconciles with the past in the present
and the present in the past. Last but not least, McCann illustrates how the
visual acts upon the verbal. Instead of resembling un pictura poesis—the idea
of “as is painting so is poetry”—McCann’s writing on reconfigured memory by
dint of photography intimates the attributes of photographic seeing instead of
merely a detailed depiction of an image in reminiscence.
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