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What Is Cinemgap
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The Ontology of the Photographic Image

towards an effort to combine this spiritual expression with as com-
plete an imitation as possible of the outside world.

The decisive moment undoubtedly came with the discovery of
the first scientific and already, in a sense, &l‘lﬁmbﬂ]_{Ltﬁmuj
reproduction, namely, perspective: the camera obscura of Da Vinci
foreshadowed the camera of Niepce. The artist was now in a posi-
tion to create the illusion of three-dimensional space within which
things appeared to exist as our eyes in reality see them.

| =0 Jis_model; the otherpurely

e 1ls mo
S—_— =

H world ‘outside.

it consumed thé plastic arts. However, since perspective had only
solved the problem of form and not of movement, realism was
forced to continue the search for some way of giving dramatic
expression to the moment, a kind of psychic fourth dimension that
could.suggest life in the {ortused.immobilty of baroque art*

t artists, ol MMWWM}WJ“
vo tendencies. They have allotted to each its proper place in
the hierarchy of things, holding reality at their command and mold-
ing it at will into the fabric of their art. Nevertheless, the fact
remains that we are faced with two essentially different phenomena
and these any objective critic must view separately if he is to un-
derstand the evolution of the pictorial. The need for illusion has not
ceased to trouble the heart of painting since the sixteenth century.
It is a purely mental need, of itself nonaesthetic, the origins of
which must be sought in the proclivity of the mind towards magic.
However, it is a need the pull of which has been strong enough to
have seriously upset the equilibrium of the plastic arts.

W0

* It would be interesting from this point of view to study, in the illustrated
magazines of 1890-1910, the rivalry between photographic reporting and the
use of drawings. The latter, in particular, satisfied the barogue need for the
dramatic. A feeling for the photographic document developed only gradually.
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The Ontology of the Photographic Image
This is why the conflict between style and likeness is a relatively
modern phenomenon of which there is no trace before the inven-
tion of the sensitized plate. Clearly the fascinating objectivity of
Chardin is in no sense that of the photographer, The nineteenth
century saw the real beginnings of the crisis of realism of which
i i e mythical central figure and whj put to the test
at_one ¢ same time the conditions determining the formal
existence of the plastic arts and their sociological roots. Freed from
the “resemblance com ex,” the Eﬁmﬁl&? abandons it to the
masses who, henceforth, identify resemblance on the one hand with
photography and on the other with the kind of painting which is
related to photography.,

Originality in photography as distinct from originality in 1_paint-
ing lies in the > essentially objective character of photography. [Bazin
heéremakes a point of the fact that the lens, the basis of photogra-
phy, is in French called the “objectif,” a nuance that is lost in
English.—Tr.] For the first time, between the originating ubjﬁj:t
_a_nli#i_ts_rirgiu;m_gg_ there intervenes only the *_instrumentality

time an image of the world is formed
‘automatically, without the creative intervention of mag

sonality of the photographer enters into the proceedings fonly |

selection of the object to be photographed and by Way f the

purpose he has in mind. Although the final result may reflect some-

thing of his personality, this does not play the same role as is played
by that of the painter, All the arts _on_the presence of
o conly_photographiy derives an advantage from his abscnce-
Photography affects us like a phenomenon in nature, like & Aower
or a snowflake whose vegetable or carthly origins are an insep-
arable part of their beauty. _

This production by automatic me

ans has radically affected our
objective mmﬁm
fers on it a quality of credibility absent from all other picture-
making. In spite of any objections our critical spirit may offer, we
are forced to accept as real the existence of the object reproduced,
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What Is Cinema?

actually re-presented, set before us, that is to say, in time and space
Fhotography enjoys a certain advantage in virtue of this I:ramf:r:
ence of reality from the thing to its reproduction, *

A very faithful drawing may actually tell us more about the
model but despite the promptings of our critical intelligence it will
?:;;r have the irrational power of the photograph to bear away our

Besides, painting is, after all, an inferior way of making like-
ne:sses.f an ersaiz of the processes of reproduction. Only a photo-
graphic lens can give us the kind of image of the object that is
capable of satisfying the deep need man has to substitute for it
something more than a mere 3 roximation, a kind of decal or
transfct_}‘ﬁ_ghplu_gt:ap_hir.‘_ image is the object itself, the object
freed from the conditions of time and space that govern it. No
f:natl:er how fuzzy, distorted, or discolored, no matter how Ia::kin
in documentary value the image may be, it shares, by virtue of thE
2 process of its becoming, the being of the model of which it i

_the reproduction; it s the model. RS

Hence the charm of family albums. Those i
shadlcfws. phantomlike and almost undecipherable, iﬁ' n:r 1::2;:
t.radmonal family portraits but rather the disturbing presence of
lives halted at a set moment in their duration, freed from their

destiny; not, however, by the prestige of art but by the power of an

irt_ll_;:-g_ls_s?fe'__"nl't_t;ﬁﬁ:ii'éﬂ_' process: for photography does not create
clernity, as art does, it embalms time. rescui it si i
s ) impl

Proper corruption. - =
‘.’ieiji in this perspective, the cinema is objectivity in time.

:The flll'l‘l. 18 no longer content to preserve the object, enshrouded as

It were in an instant, as the bodies of insects are preserved intact,

out of the distant past, in amber. The film delivers baroque art from
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v -complex.” Let us merely note assin
of Turin combines the features alike o{ rl:.:;ic ::dehumir?;Iim iadicec
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The Ontology of the Photographic Image

its convulsive catalepsy. Now, for the first time, the image of things
is likewise the image of their duration, change mummified as it
were. Those categories of resemblance which determine the species
photographic image likewise, then, determine the character of its
aesthetic as distinct from that of painting.*

The aesthetic qualities of photography are to be sought in its
power to lay t bare the realities. It is not for me to separate off, in the
‘complex fabric of the objective world, here a reflection on a damp
sidewalk, there the gesture of a child. Only the impassive lens,
stripping its object of all those ways of seeing it, those piled-up
preconceptions, that spiritual dust and grime with which my eyes
have covered it, is able to present it in all its virginal purity to

my attention_and consequently to my love. By the power of pho-
tography, the natural image of a world that we neither know nor
can see, nature at last does more than imitate art: she imitates the
artist,

Photography can even surpass art in creative power. The
aesthetic world of the painter is of a different kind from that of the
world about him. Its boundaries enclose a substantially and essen-
tially different microcosm. The photograph as such and the object
in itself share a common being, after the fashion of a fingerprint.
Wherefore, photography actually contributes something to the

order of natural creation instead of providing a substitute for it.
“Ific surrealists had an inkling of this when they looked to the
photographic plate to provide them with their monstrosities and for
this reason: the surrealist does not consider his aesthetic purpose
and the mechanical effect of the image on our imaginations as
things apart. For him, the logical distinction between what is im-
aginary and what is real tends to disappear, Every image is to be

* ] use the term category here in the sense attached to it by M. Gouhier
in his book on the theater in which he distinguishes between the dramatic and
the aesthetic categories. Just as dramatic tension has no artistic value, the per-
fection of a reproduction is not to be identified with beauty, IL constitules
rather the prime matter, so to speak, on which the artistic fact is recorded.
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