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"Psychosomatic Imagery": Photographic Reflections on Mental Disorders

If the current pandemic has shown us one thing over the past year, it is our vulnerability to pain,
not only to physical but also to psychological pain. It has exposed the fact that all humans, regard-
less of their social, political, and economic status, are susceptible to conditions like anxiety,
insomnia, and depression. But mental health conditions are nothing new; they were even
described and treated by the populace of ancient Mesopotamia as early as 3,000 BC1, who would
consider them as "hands" of specific deities taking control over a person.2 In our time, according
to the WHO, in most countries one in three people report sufficient criteria for at least one mental
health condition at some point of their life,3 a number which signals the urgent demand for fur-
ther research into this expanding field. The study of mental disorders, however, is not only limited
to psychology, but has also been open to a variety of other disciplines, such as the arts and philo-
sophy. For example, over the past decade numerous artists and other professionals have used
photography as a way of reflecting on the characteristics of mental disorders, or as a means of
recovering from such conditions.

Among the many examples one can mention Matthieu Zellweger's Mondes Paralléles (ca. 2019)
in which abilities of manipulated photography are applied to visualize the experience of the world
when the brain loses control over reality, or Devin Mitchell's Veteran Vision Project (ca. 2014) in
which photography's complicated relationship with the metaphor of the mirror is used to visualize
living double lives. While many artists have used photography as a representational tool, others
have utilized the practice of photo-making itself as a recuperative means. For instance, the US
Army veteran Shawn Augustson, who, since serving his country in Iraqg, has been taking photo-
graphs in order to combat PTSD. For him, the bodily act of taking an image is as recuperative as
the final photograph, underscoring how photography can intervene between a bodily activity and a
mental process.4 The term "psychosomatic" refers to the interaction of mind (psyche) with the
body (soma); it refers to their co-dependence and co-existence. Therefore, by "psychosomatic
imagery" our book refers to a specific trope of photographic images that deal with the body-mind
interaction in mental disorders.

As W.J.T. Mitchell once argued, the family of images can be divided into five tropes: graphic, opti-
cal, perceptual, mental, and verbal.5 Irrespective of their existing iconological descriptions, each
category of images has its own "life", which can either animate us, possess us, or lead us astray.6
Surveying art history, David Freedberg later claimed that not only images have always had the
power to influence our minds, but also our bodies, as different iconoclastic cases and theories of
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embodied spectatorship have testified.7 The locus of images, Hans Belting further argued, is the
“living body" wherein our perceptual, affective, and cognitive responses give birth to images.8
Images, however, do not only originate from the living body, but can also help us visualise its inter-
nal breakdowns as in the case of madness and insanity, which Mitchell has recently investigated
concerning cinematic images.9 Even though mental disorders have been explored in the arts at
large,10 or in specific discourses such as literature,11 painting,12 and pop culture,13 they have
not yet been fully investigated in relation to photography. The only theoretical exception is the
recent upsurge of scholarly interest in the conjunction of photography and trauma studies, such
as: Spectral Evidence,14 which ties the temporality of trauma to the photographic image; Photog-
raphy, Trace, and Trauma,15 which looks into the role of indexicality in trauma and photography;
Trauma and Media, 16 which examines the role of photography in historical transformations of the
Freudian theory of trauma; and Photography and Place,17 which studies the belatedness of trau-
matic experience vis-a-vis aftermath genre. With the exception of PTSD in trauma studies, the pho-
tographic discourse has been devoid of any comprehensive study of mental disorders.

Although the kinds of mental disorders are continually expanding, their most common ones
include, but are not limited to: paranoia, schizophrenia, dementia, Alzheimer, depression, anxiety,
PTDS, bipolar disorder, insomnia, autism, psychosis, eating disorders, OCD, and phobias. Thus far
photographic studies have overlooked examination of the majority of these categories. Instead,
they have either discussed the images of pains18, atrocities 19, and sicknesses 20, or as in the
case of The Burns Archive, they merely used photography to document supposed mental disor-
ders in the past.21

Instead of using photography as a mere documentational means, our book project aims to pro-
vide new insights into the understanding of, and ways of communicating about, mental disorders
by examining contemporary photographic practices, technics, and metaphors. Amongst many pos-
sible photographic approaches and metaphors, contributions may include reflections on, but are
not limited to:

- Diffraction, inflection, deflection
- Window/mirror

- Shadows/lights

- Occlusion/eclipse

- Latency/dormancy

- Temporality/spatiality

- Disruption, dislocation, disjunction
- Projection, introjection

- Invisible/visible

- Framing/unframing

- The blind field

- Camera Lucida/Obscura

- Trace/index

Abstracts:

We welcome English abstracts of approximately 250 words that engage with and reflect on men-
tal disorders through contemporary photographic practices, technics, and metaphors. Please
send your abstract & a short biography (100 words) to the following Email addresses no later than
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March 10st, 2021. s.a.shobeiri@hum.leidenuniv.nl h.f.westgeest@hum.leidenuniv.nl A selected
number of abstracts will be invited to submit a full chapter of 5,000 to 6,000 words in August
2021.

The edited book will be published at a prestigious academic publisher in 2022.

Schedules & Deadlines:

Submitting abstract: March 10st, 2021

Communication of acceptance/rejection: March 30th, 2021
Submitting the full chapters: August 30th, 2021

Provisional date for publishing the book: The first half of 2022

Co-editors:

- Dr. Helen Westgeest, Associate Professor of Modern and Contemporary Art History and Theo-
ries of Photography, Leiden University

- Dr. Ali Shobeiri, Assistant Professor of Visual Arts Theory and Photographic Studies, Leiden Uni-
versity
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