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The aesthetic discussion of photography is dominated by the concept of time.
Photographs appear as devices for stopping time and preserving fragments of
the past, like flies in amber. Nowhere, of course, is this trend more evident than

when still photography is compared with film. The natural, familiar metaphor is
that photography is like a point, film like a line. Zeno's paradox: the illusion of
movement.
The lover of photography is fascinated both by the instant and by the past.
The moment captured in the image is of near-zero duration and located in an
ever-receding 'then'. At the same time, the spectator's 'now', the moment of
looking at the image, has no fixed duration. lt can be extended as long as
fascination lasts and endlessly reiterated as long as curiosity returns. This
contrasts sharply with film, where the sequence of images is presented to the
spectator with a predetermined duration and, in general, is only available at á
fixed programme time. It is this difference in the time-base of the two forms that

explains, for example, Roland Barthes' antipathy towards the cinema and
absorption in the still photograph. Barthes' aesthetic is governed by a prejudice
against linear time and especially against narrative, the privileged form of linear
time as he saw it, which he regarded with typically high-modernist scorn and
disdain. His major work on literature, S/2, is a prolonged deceleration and
freeze-framing, so to speak, of Balzac's (very) short story, marked throughout by
a bias against the hermeneutic and proaeretic codes (the two constituent codes

of narrative) which function in 'irreversible time'.
When Barthes wrote about film he wrote about film stills; when he wrote
about theatre he preferred the idea of tableaux vivants to that of dramatic
development. Photography appeared as a spatial rather than temporal art,

vertical rather than horizontal (simultaneity

of

features rather than

than as a scientific or instructional instrument.
First, I am going to talk about 'aspect' rather than 'tense'. (Here I must
acknowledge my dependence on and debt to Bernard Comrie's book on Aspect',
the standard work on the subject). Aspect, on one level, is concerned with
duration but this, in itsell is inadequate to explain its functioning. We need
semantic categories which distinguish different types of situation, in relation to
change (or potential for change) and perspective as well as duration. Comrie
distinguishes between states, processes and events. Events themselves can be
broken down between durative and punctual events. Alongside these categories
aspect also involves the concepts of the iterative, the habitual and the
characteristic. It is the interlocking of these underlying semantic categories
which determines the various aspectual forms taken by verbs in different
languages (grosso modo).

It is useful to approach photography in the light of these categories. Is the
signified of a photographic image to be seen as a state, a process or an event?
That is to say, is it stable, unchanging, or, if it is a changing, dynamic situation, is
it seen from outside as conceptually complete, or from inside, as ongoing? (ln
terms of aspect, stative or perfectiveiimperfective non-stative?) The fact that
images may themselves appear as punctual, virtually without duration, does not
mean that the situations that they represent lack any quality of duration or other
qualities related to time.
Some light is thrown on these questions by the verb-forms used in captions.
(A word of warning: English, unlike French, distinguishes between perfective
and imperfective forms, progressive and non-progressive, in the present tense as
well as the past. The observations which follow are based on English-language

captions). News photographs tend to be captioned with the non-progressive
present, in this case, a narrative present, since the reference is to past time. Art
photographs are usually captioned with noun-phrases, lacking verb-forms
altogether. So also are documentary photographs, though here we do find some
use of the progressive present. This imperfective form is used more than usual,
for example, in Susan Meiselas' book of photographs, Nicaragua. Finally, the

is used throughout in the captions of Muybridge's

consecutiveness) and one which allowed the spectator time to veer away on a

imperfective

train of thought, circle back, traverse and criss-cross the image. Time, for

photographs, in participle form.
Evidently these choices ofverb-form correspond to different intuitions about
the subjects or signifieds of the various types of photograph. News photographs

Barthes, should be the prerogative of the reader/spectator: a free rewriting time
rather than an imposed reading time.
I don't want, here and now, to launch into a defence of narrative; that can
keep for another day. But I do want to suggest that the relationship of
photography to time is more complex than is usually allowed. Especially, it is
impossible to extract our concept of time completely from the grasp of narrative.
This is all the more true when we discuss photography as a form of art rather
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are perceived as signifuing events. Art photographs and most documentary
photographs signify states. Some documentary photographs and Muybridge's
series in particular are seen as signifying processes. From what we know about
minimal narratives, we might say that an ideal minimal story-form might
consist of a documentary photograph, then a news photograph, then an art
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photograph (process, event, state). In fact, the classic early film minimal narrative,

Lumiére's L'Arrosseur arrosé, does follow this pattern: a man is watering the
garden (process), a child comes and stamps on the hose (event), the man is soaked
and the garden empty (state). What this implies of course is that the semantic
structure of still and moving images may be the same or, at least, similar, in which
case it would not be movement but sequencing (editing, découpage) which made
the main difference by determining duration differently.
Still photographs, then, cannot be seen as narratives in themselves, but as
elements of narrative. Different types of still photograph correspond to different
types of narrative element. If this conjecture is right, then a documentary
photograph would imply the question: 'ls anything going to happen to end or to
interrupt this?' A news photograph would imply: 'What was it like just before
and what's the result going to be?'An art photograph would imply: 'How did it
come to be like this or has it always been the same?'Thus different genres of

photography imply different perspectives

within durative situations

and

sequences of situations.

While I was thinking about photography and film, prior to writing, I began
playing with the idea that film is like fire, photography is like ice. Film is all light
and shadow, incessant motion, transience, flicker, a source of Bachelardian reverie
like the flames in the grate. Photography is motionless and frozen, it has the
cryogenic power to preserve objects through time without decay. Fire will melt
ice, but then the melted ice will put out the fire (like in Superman //I). Playful,
indeed futile, metaphors, yet like all such games anchored in something real.
The time of photographs themselves is one of stasis. They endure. Hence
there is a fit between the photographic image which signifies a state and its own
signified, whereas we sense something paradoxical about the photograph which

signifies an event, like a frozen tongue of fire. In a film, on the contrary, it is the
still image (Warhol, Straub-Huillet) which seems paradoxical in the opposite
sense: the moving picture of the motionless subject.
Hence the integral relationship between the still photograph and the pose.
The subject freezes for the instantaneous exposure to produce a frozen image,
state results in state. ln La Chambre c1a¡¡e, Barthes keeps returning to the mental
image of death which shadows the photographs that fascinate him. ln fact these
particular photographs all show posed subjects. When he treats unposed

Nicaragua, I(lein's of May Day in
Moscow) Barthes sees not death, even when they show death, but tableaux of
history 'historemes' (to coin a word on the model of his own 'biographemes').
Images, in fact, submitted to the Law.
I can't help wondering whether Barthes ever saw James Van Der Zee's

photographs (Wessing's photograph

of
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Harlem Book of the Dea4 with its photographs of the dead posed for the camera

I IOI/PHOTOGRAPI{YAT THE CINEMA

Pete¡ Wollen, 'Fire and Ice', 1984

in funeral parlours: a triple registration of stasis - body, pose, image. The strange
thing about these photographs is that, at first glance, there is an eerie similarity
between mourners and corpses, each as formal and immobile as the other.
Indeed, the interviewers whose questioning of Van Der Zee makes up the
written text of the book, ask him why the eyes of the bodies aren't opened, since
this would make them look more life-like, virtually indistinguishable from the
mourners even to the smallest detail.
This view of death, of course, stresses death as a state rather than an event.
Yet we know from news photographs that death can be photographed as an
event: the Capa photograph of the Spanish Civil War soldier is the ,locus
classicus, taken as he is felled. There is a sense, though, in which Barthes was
right. This photograph has become a 'historeme', a 'pregnant moment' after
Diderot or Greuze, or like the habitual narrative present in Russian, where,
according to Comrie, 'a recurrent sequence of events is narrated as if it were a
single sequence, i.e. one instance stands for the whole pattern'. ln my book of
Capa photographs, it is captioned simply Spain, 1936.
The fate of Capa's photograph focuses attention on another important aspect

of the way images function in time: their currency, their circulation and
recycling. From the moment they are published, images are contextualized and,

frequently, if they become famous, they go through a whole history of
republication and recontextualization. Far more is involved than the simple
doubling of the encounter of photographer with object and spectator with

Aspect, however, is still with us. In the 'past' of memories to which the hero
returns (through an experiment in time-travel) the images are all imperfective,
moments within ongoing states or processes seen as they occur. But the object
of the time-travel is to recover one fixated memory-image, which, it turns out at
the climax of the film, is that of the hero's own death. This image, the one based
on Capa's Spain, 19j6, is perfective: it is seen from the outside as a complete
action, delimited in time with a beginning and an end. Although la.¡lefée uses a
whole sequence of photographs, the single 'Capa' image in itself carries the
condensed implication of a whole action, starting, happening and finishing at
one virtual point in time: a 'punctual situation', in Comrie's terms. And, at this
very point, the subject is split into an observer of himself, in accordance with the
aspectual change of perspective.
My own fascination with pictorial narrative is not a recalcitrant fascination,
like that of Barthes. Unlike him, I am not always longing for a way of bringing the
flow to a stop. It is more a fascination with the way in which the spectator is

thrown in and out of the narrative, fixed and unfixed. Traditionally, this

is

explained in terms of identification, distanciation, and other dramatic devices.
Perhaps it is also connected with aspect, a dimension of the semantics of time
common to both the still and the moving picture and used in both to place the
spectator within or without a narrative.
PeterWollen,'Fire and lce',in Photographies,no.4 (Paris, April 1984) 118-20.

image. There is a very pertinent example of this in the case of Capa's photograph.

It is clearly the model for the pivotal image of death in Chris Marker's film photoroman La letée - the same toppling body with outstretched arm.
Marker's film is interesting for a lot of reasons. First of all, it is the exemplar
of a fascinating combination of film and still: the f¡lm made entirely of stills. (ln
just one image there is an eye-movement, the converse of a freeze frame in a
moving picture.) The effect is to demonstrate that movement is not a necessary
feature of film; in fact, the impression of movement can be created by the jumpcutting of still images. Moreover, La Jetée shows that still photographs, strung
together in a chain, can carry a narrative as efficiently as moving pictures, given
a shared dependence on a soundtrack.

It is not only a question of narrative, howeve¡ but also of fiction. The still
photographs carry a fictional diegetic time, set in the future and in the present
as past-of-the-future, as well as an in-between near-future from which vantagepoint the story is told. Clearly there is no intrinsic 'tense' of the still image, any
'past' in contrast with a filmic 'present', as has often been averred. Still
photography, like film (and like some languages), lacks any structure of tense,
though it can order and demarcate time.
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