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A kiss is never just a kiss.
Dedicated to Anna Campbell.
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Jill H. Casid’s exhibition Kissing on 
Main Street, with its close-up focus on 
public intimacy, alights on the Lawrence 
University campus at a unique moment in 
the university’s history but also for higher 
ed, unique and perhaps the most urgently 
necessary moment for the conversations 
about sex, privacy, intimacy, and 
vulnerability that it will stimulate. 

In his matriculation convocation this past fall, 
“For Mature Audiences Only: A Liberal Arts 
Education,” Lawrence University President 
Mark Burstein reiterated once again the 
“need to sustain open discourse even as we 
navigate a campus where difference rather 
than similarity is the norm.” He urged the 
campus community to be brave and engage 
in the tough but necessary conversations 
rather than shy away from them, “to 
teach and attempt to understand the 
provocative, the unexpected, the different 
from ourselves.” But this open discourse 
has been difficult to maintain evenly across 
difference in all areas of life, particularly 
the sometimes publicly intimate differences 
among bodies. 

For example, we proudly hold up the 
teaching of Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home: A 
Family Tragicomic (2006) in our Freshman 
Studies course each year and warmly 
welcomed Bechdel to campus for a talk 
in fall 2013. While administrations on 
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other campuses pulled Fun Home from 
reading lists in response to student and 
outside pressure about the graphic novel’s 
themes of queer desire, suicide, and family 
dysfunction and its mildly explicit content, 
Lawrence maintained its commitment 
to Bechdel’s text as a vital component 
of a class that is the cornerstone of 
the curriculum here. Certainly we are 
endeavoring to sustain an open discourse 
about difference on an intellectual and 
curricular front through the teaching of 
Fun Home. But there’s more to the life 
of a university than what happens in the 
classroom, particularly at a residential 
college like Lawrence, where close quarters 
and dorm life can expose as public the 
intimacies otherwise intended to be private. 
And taking seriously how campus feels has 
become an urgent flashpoint for activism 
across campuses in the U.S. 

As a counter-example to Lawrence’s 
embrace of Fun Home as a means of 
discussing and engaging with difference, the 
students involved in GLOW (Gay, Lesbian, 
Or Whatever) issued a list of demands for 
crucial changes in basic aspects of campus 
life, just weeks before Kissing on Main 
Street opens in the Wriston Art Galleries. 
Their bodies have been made vulnerable 
and at times traumatized by the ingrained 
administrative practices of deadnaming and 
misgendering, the extremely limited access 

to gender neutral bathrooms and locker 
rooms, and the lack of housing for non-
binary students, all of which make intimate 
acts like naming oneself and living as one 
desires more immediately and distressingly 
public. The students in GLOW are pushing 
for an open discourse about difference on 
a personal and embodied level rather than 
merely an intellectual one, for a conversation 
about difference, desire, and bodies that 
crosses over from college coursework to 
the work of daily life. 

Jill Casid’s queer feminist practice as an 
artist, theorist, and historian of visual culture 
likewise creates a vital open discourse about 
difference, sex, desire, vulnerability, and 
exposure. The exhibition Kissing on Main 
Street in particular probes the boundaries 
of public intimacy and the limits placed on 
desiring bodies through the multiple layers 
of exposure enacted through the instant-
developing Polaroid imaging technology. In 
formulating an aesthetics of public intimacy 
through this exhibition, as well as in her 
writing and teaching, Jill draws important 
parallels between artistic and intellectual 
practices and the practices of life that 
sustain and gratify us. It is with great 
pleasure that I present Jill Casid’s Kissing 
on Main Street. I look forward to the open 
and engaging conversations the installation 
prompts. 
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In The Blur and Breathe Books, a recent 
lecture by Fred Moten given in honor of 
José Esteban Muñoz, Moten touches upon 
the blur, the slur; ‘aesthetic indiscretion’ 
and ‘the materiality of shade’; portraits 
and landscapes; haunting and doubling; 
the charged space of public sex, ‘a 
queer phenomenology of perception,’ 
or ‘a queer kind of loitering,’ as recalled 
in Muñoz’s writing through the refracted 
mirror, prism, and lens of Samuel Delany; 
among many, many other things.1  Moten 
speaks of alterity as an ‘already late-ness’ 
or belatedness that the visible shutter 
release in Jill Casid’s Polaroids reminds 
me of. The blur and shade of her images 
might imply they were made for private 
distribution, evading the risk of slur, the 
pace of looking that public-ness instigates. 
Such qualities are also there in the 
collaborative works of Terence Sellers 
and Jimmy De Sana, Lovett/Codagnone, 

The Line Becomes You

Lia Gangitano

[W]hen you feel yourself about to die, call me. 
– Hervé Guibert, Suzanne and Louise (1980)
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merging domesticity and S&M; or inferred 
in the West Side Pier photographs of Alvin 
Baltrop, self-obsolescing portraits by Mark 
Morrisroe, or Nan Goldin’s slideshows — 
this loitering with a camera.

Casid’s choice of Polaroid SX-70 
brings disparate traces — both that 
of the everyday, family vacations; 
and also the transgressiveness 
implied by a ‘70s technology “that 
would make the darkroom obsolete, 
provid[ing] subcultures a means of self-
documentation, a way to make a quick 
positive print without risk of negative 
exposure in the surveilled commercial 
photo lab.”2  In Casid’s work, ‘the ways 
in which new digital media are haunted 
by the old’3  is often at play, soliciting 
longtime political imperatives to seek out 
tools to create, and to make claims to 
describe alternative worlds. Like Goldin’s 

slideshows, Casid’s numerous bodies 
of work in Polaroid make reference to 
the camera itself as a survival tool. This 
double life of the Polaroid is perhaps aptly 
described by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 
when she wrote:

The ability to attach to a few 
cultural objects, objects of 
high or popular culture or 
both, objects whose meaning 
seemed mysterious, excessive 
or oblique in relation to the 
codes most readily available 
to us, became a prime 
resource for survival. We 
needed for there to be sites 
where meanings didn’t line up 
tidily with each other, and we 
learned to invest these sites 
with fascination and love.4 
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In Casid’s prior bodies of work, as well 
as her present Kissing on Main Street, 
the Polaroid SX-70 camera-object is 
referenced in the presentation device — 
a box, to scale — in this case made of 
sepia-tinted, semi-translucent Plexiglas, 
with an eye-hole aperture from which to 
view individually the forty Polaroids that 
comprise the installation, each affixed 
inside to a mirrored back. Brooklyn, 
Manhattan, Grand Rapids MI, Princeton 
NJ, Athens GA, Amsterdam, Chicago, 
Paris, Dallas, Santa Monica, Fire Island, 
Saugatuck. Laser-engraved on the outside 
with the closest street address to the 
site the Polaroid was taken, the mirroric 
interiors, instead of locating, insinuate the 
viewer in an unruly space of projection, 
outside of time, ‘unfolding the world.’5  
Casid has noted in her book Scenes of 
Projection: Recasting the Enlightenment 
Subject:

If the scene of projection is 
not to be a machine for the 
production of a flattened 
terrain for the fortress ego that 
seeks to remake the world in 
confirmation and consolidation 
of its disavowed vulnerability 
and susceptibility, the scene 
of projection is necessarily 

also a scene for doing history 
for a different future […] that 
is, the queerly disorienting, 
the anachronistic, the minor, 
the backward, the ostensibly 
surpassed, or the better left 
behind.6 

Kissing on Main Street, in its ordinary 
‘erotics of fugitivity’7  — stealing a kiss 
— also reveals an ending. In her essay, 
“Pyrographies: Photography and the good 
death,” Casid’s reading of Hervé Guibert’s 
photo-novel Suzanne and Louise through 
Michel Foucault’s “The Social Triumph 
of the Sexual Will” and Roland Barthes’s 
Camera Lucida and Mourning Diary 
correlates photography’s unstable material 
qualities and the medium’s inextricable 
associations with mourning and death. 
In it, she establishes photography “as 
a practice of making volatile structures 
for feeling” […] “not just for mourning 
the losses that have actually happened 
but spaces in which one might begin to 
imagine and transact with care the losses 
and the letting go yet to come.”8  

Perhaps this kind of loving crosses the 
line. Jimmy De Sana once said, “When you 
step over the line, the line becomes you.”9  
In his photos, a naked guy balances a TV 
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on his feet. There’s a relative’s couch. 
Coffee tables. Tube socks on top of a 
toilet or in a tub. Among these things, De 
Sana’s photographs were about making 
people into objects, and vice versa, as 
noted in Travis Jeppesen’s writing on De 
Sana’s work, “Forever Okay,” in which he 
asked: “What does it mean to be a person 
and to disappear. […] De Sana’s gesture 
is a violence against disappearing. He 
committed suicide constantly in his work. 
He had to do that as a way of living in 
the world.” Just as Jeppesen points out 
that De Sana’s work does not comprise 
“documentary evidence of a gay S/M 
subculture that De Sana was never really 
a part of,” but rather posits a response 
to the paradoxical “decade of death and 
money,” the ‘80s, in which “forty-year olds 
[were] dropping dead for no real reason;”10 
Casid’s Kissing on Main Street, rather 
than espousing assimilationist comfort, 
insinuates that the ostensible extension 
of ‘rights’ (such as same sex marriage) 
renders publicly performed intimacies all 
the more precarious. 

1 Notes taken on “The Blur and Breathe Books: A 
Lecture by Fred Moten,” given as the first annual 
José Esteban Muñoz Memorial Lecture, part of 
Tisch50 celebrations on February 24, 2016, at NYU 
Hemmerdinger Hall, New York, NY.
 

2 Jill H. Casid, Her Lover’s Shadow… Traces from 
the Snuff Box Archive of Desire, 2004.
 

3 Casid, Intimographies, 2010.
 

4  Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “Queer and Now,” 
Tendencies, (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993 
and New York: Routledge, 1994), 3.
 

5 Moten, The Blur and Breathe Books: “José teaches 
us to solicit the everyday…. To unfold the world, to 
make claims about the world…”
 

6 Casid, Scenes of Projection: Recasting the 
Enlightenment Subject (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2014), 28.
 

7 Notes taken on Blackness and Nonperformance, a 
lecture by Fred Moten at the Museum of Modern Art, 
New York on September 25, 2015.

8 Casid, “Pyrographies: Photography and the good 
death,” Women & Performance: a journal of feminist 
theory, 22:1 (2012): 109-131.
 

9 Jimmy De Sana, Quotations from Jimmy De Sana, 
Pat Hearn Gallery, 1988. 
 

10 Travis Jeppesen, “Forever Okay: The Art of Jimmy 
De Sana,” disorientations.com, April 14, 2013, 
http://disorientations.com/2013/04/14/forever-
okay-the-art-of-jimmy-desana/ “De Sana knew things 
about bodies that we’re only now, in the twenty-
first century, beginning to figure out. In this way, 
his photos can be seen less as a relic of a past 
moment and more as a blueprint for our present-
future selves.”
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Kissing on Main Street aims the instant-
developing Polaroid camera at the four-way 
intersection of sex, imaging technology, 
vulnerable exposure, and policing that is 
public intimacy. In a tryst of abbreviation, 
public displays of affection inhabit the same 
letters as the now superseded personal 
digital assistant. Taking advantage of the 
coincidence of consonants that marks the 
ways in which public intimacy is transacted 
through the technologically mediated 
image, Kissing on Main Street turns the 
space of gallery installation into a site for 
negotiating the difficult sensations but also 
the political possibilities of public intimacy. 
Embedding the fleeting pulse of feeling into 
the technological, the instant-developing 
Polaroid, by its evasion of the public dark 
room, enabled the recording of erotic acts 
that challenge everyday policing of the 
norms of sex. In its condensation of the 
taking, making, and sharing of images as 
linked acts, the Polaroid performs as a 
vehicle of public intimacy in ways that are 
analogous to the smart phone devices and 

Kisses Can Kiss Us

Jill H. Casid



15

their embedded cameras.  
At the same time, in its susceptibility to 
the altering effects of exposure to light 
and to touch, the Polaroid also serves as 
a material metaphor for the vulnerabilities 
of sex highlighted by public displays of 
affection. Cases of gay bullying enacted 
through the online posting of sex-tapes, 
underage sexting, and the U.S. Supreme 
Court decisions that decriminalized sodomy 
and affirmed the right to marry a person 
of the same sex limit protected sex to the 
precariousness of private, consensual bonds 
and lay bare the limits on public intimacy. 
Far from being protected, public displays of 
affection expose us at the policed frontlines 
of sexual freedoms not at all to be taken for 
granted.  

In “Plotting for Kisses,” psychoanalytic 
writer and therapist Adam Phillips writes 
that, “Truly infectious, kissing may be our 
most furtive, our most reticent sexual act, 
the mouth’s elegy to itself.” As an act on 
the fungible edges between the reticent 

and the flagrant, inside and outside, oral 
and genital, private and public, plotting for 
kisses promises to be or become infectious. 
It is precisely the volatile unpredictability of 
how affect travels between bodies in and 
through the technology of the camera and 
fragile print that is at the heart of Kissing 
on Main Street. If, as Joni Mitchell, sang, 
“In France they kiss on Main Street,” what 
happens when I/we take composing plots 
for kisses uneasily preserved in Polaroid 
emulsion into the public space of the gallery? 
In the solicitation to look, Kissing on Main 
Street stages an encounter to pursue the 
questions of what happens in and to the 
intimate acts of the Polaroid once we are 
enfolded as voyeurs and what happens to 
us in our exposure as not neutral witnesses 
but intimate actors, peering into the mirror-
lined peep show boxes that display them.  
Gertrude Stein’s animation of kisses as 
actors in their own right seems to speak 
especially to the powers of the photograph 
to catch us in its embrace: caught looking, 
“kissses can kiss us.”  
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Plates on pages 8 - 9, 12 - 13. and 
16 - 17: Kissing on Main Street, 
2015, installation, Kohler Gallery, 
Lawrence University, March 31–May 
8, 2016. Photographs by Valerie 
Lazalier.  The installation consists 
of forty SX-70 Polaroids and forty 
plexiglass peep show boxes. Each 
Polaroid is mounted on mirrored 
plexiglass in a box with dark bronze 
translucent plexiglass on the sides 
and the front which is laser-cut 
with an eye-shaped aperture and 
laser-engraved with an address. 
Dimensions: each Polaroid: 3.5 x 4.2 
inches, each box: 5.75 inches wide x 
5.75 inches deep x 6.5 inches high 

Front and back covers and plates on 
pages 5 and 18 to 57: Each is an 
original SX-70 Polaroid, Impossible 
Project Film, 3.5 x 4.2 inches.

Plates
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