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The Fragmentation of Self in Photography: Gadamer and Milja Laurila’s Images of Forgetting 

 
 Witnessing the trial of Vichy a loyalist, at a time when France was faced with the task of retaking 

ownership of a period which seemed foreign to ident
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 Of all the arts, perhaps photography most radically raises the issue of continuity due to its 

distinctly temporal nature.  Even more than a painting or drawing, a photograph tears a particular 

moment out of time.  As Barthes remarks, the noeme of photography is always “That-has-been.”4  

Finnish artist Milja Laurila addresses this noeme in works such as To Remember and On the Way Home.  

Using photographs taken by her father (who died when Laurila was only eleven), both works address 

lost instances of childhood and home.  They are not memories, but instances Laurila does not 

remember, or of a self which is no longer recognizable except through the evidence of the images.  The 

images of 
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as mediating the past and present.8  Within this process of mediation, the work of art
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emerges with new insight from the illusion in which he, like everyone else, lives.”11  This is the sense in 

which Laurila’s photographs are general, since at the same time they all refer to particularities of the 

artist’s personal history.  The universal makes itself known only through the particular, when it is able to 

expresses “this is how it is.”  For the same reason, Diane Arbus said, “’The more specific you are, the 

more general you’ll be.”12  To look at Laurila’s photographs, the spectator is absorbed into what is 

foreign to herself, but which resonates with her own understanding.  Yet we also understand the tragic 

nature of time through the work, of the uncanny distance between the present and the past which, 

paradoxically, produces continuity within ourselves.   

 It is the paradox that we achieve self-continuity through being confronted with a past which we 

perceive to be not only distant from, but discontinuous with ourselves, that is of particular interest in 

Gadamer’s writing.  He states that “we sublate (aufhaben) the discontinuity and atomism of isolated 

experiences in the continuity of our own existence.”13  That the fragmentary nature of existence is 

sublated suggests that while the fragments are repressed in favor of continuity, they are also preserved.  

The tragedy of human temporality is that we at once recognize that we are tied to a history while lacking 

the means to fully unify ourselves with it.  This is why we look at an old photograph and immediately 

recognize ourselves and yet feel the need to linger.  The identification is never total.  There is a feeling of 

uncanniness, which arises from the recognition of not being at home with ourselves.  Oftentimes we feel 
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affirmed internally.  This is why the actual photo 
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whole of discontinuous experiences and recognize within them a tragic and universal character.  Laurila 
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Appendix A 
Selections from Milja Laurila’s To Remember 
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To Remember (Kiss), 2006 

 

To Remember (Mother), 2004 
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To Remember (Sole), 2005 
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Appendix B 
Selections from Milja Laurila’s On the Way Home 

The Helsinki School – Young Photography by TaiK, Vol. 3 (2009) 
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