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2:: Animating the Instant: The Secret Symmetry
between Animation and Photography

TOM GUNNING

The Discontinuous Photography of Continuous Animation

After being marginalized—or outright ignored —animation moved
to the center of a new theorization of the moving image brought on
by the rise of new media. Pioneers of new media theory such as Lev
Manovich promoted animation in opposition to the focus on cinema’s
links to photography, which was so central to the great film theorists’
work that emerged after the silent era: André Bazin, Siegfried Kracauer,
Stanley Cavell, and even, in a sense, Walter Benjamin. For Manovich,
digital media, with its control over pixels, reveals cinema “as a subgenre
of painting,” exhibiting a freedom of image creation rather than the sup-
posed indexical enthrallment to reality that photography entails Val-
Orizing animation as the anti-index played an essential role in shifting
theoretical focus from a narrow obsession with photography and opened
A new exploration of animation as a form, but does placing animation
in opposition to photography really provide our best understanding of
its nature?

Most film animation actually depends on photography, at least tech-
hically, even when photography does not supply animation's imagery.
Keeping animation and photography separate seems nearly impossible. |
‘Ihe animation theorist Alan Cholodenko claims that “every encounter

with film is an encounter with animation—cinema, that is, live action
film, included.”® This is first of all a technical fact. As David Rodowick
has stressed (orany technical description of cinematic animation points
out), animating drawings in classical animation involves photographing
them onto a filmstrip: “We are mistaken if we use the concept of anima-
Hon to refer to the hand drawing of sequential images; it refers, rather,
10 photographing such images frame by frame and producing the illu-
alon of motion by projecting them at a constant rate of movement.”*
Rodowick may slightly overstate the case if we consider such devices as




flip-books or zoetropes, but cinematic animation always involves at least
a projector and usually a camera. Even animation that employs drawing
and painting directly on the filmstrip, often called cameraless animation
(which has ﬁ&m& so many extraordinary works by Len Lye, Norman
McLaren, Stan Brakhage, Harry Smith, and recently Jodie Mack), com-
monly involves the making of a projection print through photographic
processes. Thus, at the minimum, most animation requires photography
as a means of mechanical reproduction. Therefore, animation’s relation
to the manual (and auratic) aspects of painting (valorized by Manovich)
becomes technically mediated. While seemingly only a technical process,
this transformation from manual drawing to mechanically produced
filmstrip represents a fundamental transformation. By photograph-
ing onto the filmstrip, the continuous gestures of the hand employed in
drawing or other manual processes are translated into the discontinu-
ous rhythm of the machine.

The technical nature of cinema—producing continuous motion from
discontinuous instants (frames)—reveals the common grounding of
photography and animation in their control of time, which is what I will
call the manufacture of the instant. Rather than maintaining the differ-
ence between animation and so-called live-action cinema, based in the
manual or photographic origins of their images and consequent rela-
tion to the indexical, I want to point out not only their common quality
as moving images but also their common transformation of time: their
creation of the pulse of an instant through the discontinuity of the ma-
chine.

Cameraless animation highlights this dialectic relation of the con-
tinuous synthesis of movement and the discontinuous parsing of time
at the heart of cinematic animation, even in its most “direct” form. In
the 1920s the constructivist artist Hans Richter learned that his ab-
stract scroll paintings (which were inspired by the temporal unrolling
of the filmstrip—as well as Chinese scroll paintings and musical scores)
could not be simply transferred to a filmstrip but had to be subjected
to frame-by-frame photography in order to become a projectable film.
Filmmakers may ignore or pay close attention to the way the appara-
tus (at the minimum the filmstrip and the projector, even if a camera
is not used in making a print) will process their drawings, paintings,
scratchings, or other markings on the actual surface of filmstrips into
individual pulses, but they cannot avoid it. The animator Jodie Mack
wrote me in response to my question to her about th
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Cameraless animation, free from the constraints of the camera’s shutter,
can either ignore or embrace the frame-by-frame divisions of the film-
strip imposed by the sprockets. In frame-less animation legato-drawn
gestures, sections of pattern, or blades of grass can cover long sections
of film producing animation, perhaps unexpectedly, when projected.

Frame-by-frame (staccato?), cameraless animations borrow from the
mechanics of cinema to achieve motion through purposeful sequencing
of multiple images. A filmmaker could treat one foot of 16mm film as
one long canvas or forty tiny individual canvases.*

Mack sets up the issue beautifully: the filmstrip viewed as succession of
frames yields a staccato rhythm of passing individual instants, which the
direct animators can either ignore in their processes, or use to structure
their markings on the film. In either case, however, the process of projec-
tion (the intermittent frame-by-frame movement and projection through
a shutter that are essential to all cinema) will endow the images with a
continuity of movement borne of the discontinuity of individual frames
(or, at the minimum, the rhythm of the projector shutter). This dialectic
of continuous perceptual synthesis of what are technically discontinuous
individual frames describes the process of motion in all cinema. Anima-
tion arguably makes this production of motion more evident.

Animation' and Animation*:
Cinematic Motion at Work and Play

‘This fusion of discontinuous instants, which defines film movement
technically, plays a backstage role in our reception of cinema, whose
dominant phenomenological effect is the perception of the flow of mo-
tion. The perceptual conditions of cinema rest on the fact that we do
not, in standard projection, perceive the individual frames. The frame
rate of the cinema surpasses a threshold of human perception in order
1o produce motion and efface our awareness of individual frames. (Some
theorists call this the illusion of motion, but I feel that this begs a ques-
tion. We are not tricked into seeing motion; we perceive it through an
encounter between a specially designed machine and the processes of
human vision.) But if the still frames become invisible, animated films,
from cartoons to experimental work, constantly visualize and act out
the process of producing motion, Cartoons from animators like Emil
Cohl to Hayao Miyazaki show objects coming to life.’ Indeed, the art his-
torian Brwin Panofsky saw this as cartoons’ essence: “The very virtue of

Animating the Instant - 9




the animated cartoon is to animate, that is to say, endow lifeless things
with life or living things with a different kind of life. It effects a meta-
morphosis.”® Further, animated films frequently display their own pro-
cesses by the baring of their devices. From Cohl to Winsor McCay to
the Fleischer brothers, animators frequently portray on screen their
creation of images and motion, which is a gesture that the historian
of animation Don Crafton calls “self-figuration” and claims as emblem-
atic of the animated film (e.g., Fantasmagorie [1908], Little Nemo [1911],
and Out of the Inkwell [1918-29])” In these caprices, animation displays
cinema’s otherwise invisible discontinuous frames.

It might be useful to bisect our term animation into two related but
separable meanings. The first I call animation’; it refers to the techni-
cal production of motion from the rapid succession of discontinuous
frames, shared by all cinematic moving images. I define animation®
more narrowly, referring to the genre of animation as commonly under-
stood: moving images that have been artificially made to move, rather
than movement automatically captured through continuous-motion
picture photography. Nonphotographic images are most common in
animation?, but still photographs can also be animated, as in Norman
McLaren’s Neighbours (1952) or the collage films of Stan Vanderbeek in
the 1950s and 1960s. I would describe animation? as not only displaying
but also playing with the production of motion of animation®. I mean by
this to invoke the ludic attitude that animation nearly always embraces.
But I also reference the more technical meaning of play often applied
to the muscles of the body or the parts of a machine or device, given in
the Oxford English Dictionary as “freedom or room for movement; the
space in or through which a thing can or does move.”* One could state
tautologically that all moving images move, but that animation® also
plays with movement; it directs our attention to the effect of movement
and explores its limits, its “room for play,” the freedom of its move-
ment?® Animation® plays with movement with an affect of wonder and
draws attention to its own process. Animation® arouses some curiosity
about how it is done, though this does not require a thorough technical
understanding. Animation® restores to the moving image the sense of
wonder at movement that the first projections of moving i images occa-
90:»& i
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wotld of movement, rather than making us speculate on its technology.
I argue that the wonder triggered by animation® comes from its pivot
from stillness to motion, not simply conceived of as a technical process
but experienced as a fundamental manipulation of time, which I call the
production of the instant. Animation reveals the single frame, the brief in-
cremental of time, through the possibility of motion, animation’s ability
to transform from static image to moving moment, from inanimate pic-
ture to animated image. Our core experience of animation® corresponds
to the old fantasy of drawings brought to life. We wonder at the motion
more than we posit the animation stand, camera, or filmstrip. However,
erasing the camera from our understanding of the process not only dis-
torts our technical understanding but also eclipses a full exploration of
the wonder we experience at this genesis of motion. Probing animation
in relation to the processes of photography actually allows us to more
fully grasp the adventure in time and movement that all cinema invites
us, as viewers, to join: the technological manipulation of time through
the discovery of the instant as the seed of motion.

How does animation? delight us and draw our curiosity to the pro-
cesses of animation’, which underlies all cinematic moving images? As
Panofsky claimed, wonder at the effect of animation increases with the
animation of something otherwise perceived as inanimate (drawings,
painting, geometrical figures, objects, puppets). The process of anima-
tion® carries an implicit fascination, an element of wonder, which ani-
mation® unfolds before us. Therefore, the very playfulness of animation?
propels a theoretical project, following both Plato’s and Aristotle’s ob-
servations that all theory (theoria) begins in thauma, the Greek term for
“wonder.”** If theory begins as an affect of astonishment, it develops
through curiosity, and the wonder triggered by animation?® leads us to
consider the nature of time in cinema through the technological produc-
tion of the instant, the minimal increment of temporality.!?

| want to use animation®s devices of defamiliarization to rediscover
the processes of cinema, not as a primitive stage of technical develop-
ment now surpassed in the digital age but as an essential move in the
maodern technological transformation of time. In this context, rather
than opposed to each other, animation and photography both create a
novel image and experience of time and movement through technology.
Both discover a way to experience the most elusive of the concepts as-

noclated with time: the ingtant. Animation reveals the dynamic nature

of the instant through motion, while photography reveals its potential
through stillness —but considered together these technological pro-




cesses also reveal that stillness and movement depend on and trans-
form into each other in the production of the instant.

Photography and the Production of the Instant

We experience animation® as a visible quality of movement given to
images by cinematic devices. This chapter seeks to probe the technical
processes that makes this production of movement possible: the succes-
sion of individual frames and the parsing of time into instants, frame-
by-frame animation, and the creation of an apparatus that presents
these manipulations to human vision. Although the experience of move-
ment as the goal of animation® can never be forgotten, [ want to probe as
well its relation to immobility—not, as is often done, to expose anima-
tion and cinematic movement as an illusion based in our fallible sense
of vision (the old myth of the persistence of vision), but rather to re-
mind us of the wonder of the transformation that underlies animation:
the production of motion through the instant, the metamorphosis of
continuity from discontinuous frames.”® While the rapid movement of
discrete frames through an animation device achieves apparent motion,
instantaneous still photography reveals how the seed of motion can be
contained in an apparently static instant.

Photography has a long history and cannot be reduced to the record-
ing of an image through optical and chemical means. Photography ex-
tends the process of making an image into a representation of time. I will
offer a brief sketch of photography’s complex and evolving engagement
with time, especially the length and control of exposure time and its re-
lation to the instant of movement. An oscillation between stillness and
movement (the discovery of one in the heart of the other) shapes this
story. As the historian of photography Joel Snyder has observed, rather
than producing an image of the world, photographers initially tackled a
more technical task, embedded in previous technology: preserving the
image produced by a camera obscura.** This first era of fixing an image
precedes the later period, the production of the instant. The still cam-
eras of Nicéphore Niépce, Henry Fox Talbot, and Louis-Jacques-Mandé
Daguerre derived from and fundamentally transformed the camera ob-
scura. The ability of a small aperture to project a real image into a dark
container (camera obscura) had been observed since antiquity, when it
was used primarily for astronomical observations, and perfected since
the Renaissance as a way to generate a highly detailed fmage. But as is

-

bgsih

v

too often forgotten, the camera obscura projected a moving image, con-
veying all the complexity of motion, from staged pantomimes to leaves
moving in the breeze.

Talbot, the British inventor of modern photography, after trying
to use a camera obscura as an aid to sketching landscapes lamented:
“How charming it would be if it were possible to cause these natu-
ral images to imprint themselves durably, and remain fixed upon the
paper!”** The first era of photography sought to fix this image, exploit-
ing the tendency of certain chemicals to darken on exposure to light
and then taking on the even more difficult task of arresting this process
before the image produced was swallowed in total obscurity. Photog-
raphy intended to capture these fairy pictures and transform them into
material, graspable objects imprinted with still images separable from
their apparatuses. The dancing image of the camera obscura had to learn
to pose, and time had to learn to stand still. The photographic camera
and its product rendered the camera obscura’s moving image a static
one. The photographic image was fixed in two senses: a frozen image was
obtained from the inherent mutability of the camera obscura; and this
image in turn was delivered from a progressive darkening, arresting the
very chemical process on which photography was founded. These vic-
tories over time depended on embalming the moment, eliminating all
movement and change. The historian of photography Michel Frizot has
even declared that “the whole history of the medium could be described
A8 a race against time.”*

But after this initial victory of fixing the image, another battle with
time loomed: reducing the actual period of exposure during which the
photochemically sensitive surface within the camera had to be exposed
10 light in order to form an image. Rather than the monumental immo-
bility and drama of preservation staged in early photographs, this next
temporal threshold introduced the discovery of the instant. The early
photographic exposures by Niépce in the 1820s took hours to imprint
themselves on his chemically treated surfaces. Even as the exposure

tme was gradually reduced to minutes, photographers still had to limit

their subjects to static objects and architecture. The emblematic image
of this slow process of photographic exposure is the famous photograph
of the Boulevard du Temple that Daguerre took in 1838, in which the

normally busy street filled with pedestrians and carriages appears de-
Aerted. None of the moving figures that actually thronged this street

could leave an impression on the photographic plate, due to the ten min-




utes of exposure time needed to make the image. The exception is the
lone figure of a man standing still and having his boots blacked (and pos-
sibly the blurred figure of the bootblack as he performs this task) whose
relative immobility allowed him to imprint himself.

Overcoming this opposition between photography and a mobile

world motivated photographic innovation in the nineteenth century. It
also opened a new realm of time to human culture. The threshold for
the photographing of motion (i.e., for shooting a moving scene without
blurring) was set at one-tenth of a second (an instant of time that would
take on mythic status in the nineteenth and the early twentieth cen-
turies as the marker of the technical and scientific measurement of time,
as Jimena Canales’s recent book has described beautifully).** As photog-
raphers cleared this threshold in the late 1870s, the nature of photog-
raphy transformed radically, perhaps even fundamentally. Frizot refers
to the years from 1880 to 1910 as “the era of instantaneity.”** Reducing
exposure time so that human expression appeared more spontaneous,
moving vehicles no longer produced an unsightly blur, and processes of
nature, such as a waterfall or ocean waves, could be represented con-
stituted goals that photography inherited from aesthetic ideals of real-
ism (i.e., similarity to human perception) and compositional harmony.
But if achieving a reassuring resemblance to normal perception consti-
tuted one of the goals of nineteenth-century photography, it also had an
unstable relation to technical progress. A combination of factors soon
allowed photographers to further reduce speed of exposure to one-
hundredth and even one-thousandth of a second, domains of tempo-
rality only a machine could measure, beyond (or beneath) human experi-
ence. A new realm of time, the temporality of the instant, was opened
by such mechanical precision and brevity. Photography made this tem-
porality available to the human experience. The mechanical shutter, sur-
passing both manual coordination and visual perception, provided, as
Frizot puts it, the master key to this new photographic process of brief
exposures.”’

The rapidly closing shutter literally produces the instant, slicing into
the continual flow of time like a guillotine, and both instantaneous pho-
tography and early animation devices employ it, in somewhat differ-
ent manners (arguably the shutter appears in animation devices, such
as the phenakistoscope and zoetrope, before it wu%ns in the camera).
Due to the relatively insensitive photographic ls used before the
18708, the human gesture of removing and ggﬁg lens cap had
sufficed to determine exposure time, The new 0 i‘-:_. of the era

of instantaneity demanded the mechanization and precision, as well as
brevity, of a mechanical shutter

The shutter opens on an era of technological precision, rather than
simple human vision, as human perception becomes redefined through
its encounter with technology. As any visual representation would, a
photograph can invoke and engage visual perception, but photography
can never be simply identified with the act of human perception. Shorter
exposure times may eliminate certain technical artifacts that contra-
dict our image of human visual perception (such as blurred outlines or
transparent objects), but other startling deviations from human percep-
tion appeared in the new instantaneous photographs—bodies floating
above the ground, liquids taking on solid forms. Instead of recalling our
normal vision, this instantaneous image exceeds it. It is human vision
plus, an alien vision in which time is stopped or reduced into an unin-
habitable brevity in which the flow of motion in its physical familiarity
is replaced by static poses of an ungainly sort. As Snyder, speaking of
Etienne-Jules Marey’s chronophotography, said: “Chronophotographs
then, can bring us into a domain we cannot see; yet at the same time,
they can also show us what we do see, though we cannot warrant having
seen apart from the pictorial evidence produced by precision instru-
ments.”** Instantaneous photography revealed a world no human had
ever seen. An experience of time beyond the limits of human perception
I8 broached by an optical apparatus.

Rather than simply embalming time, fixing it through a chemically
stable image, the new instantaneous photography processed time me-
chanically—sliced and diced it, if you will. Instantaneous photography
tleveloped alongside new modes of temporal measurement in the sci-
unces, where, as Canales demonstrates, the tenth of a second came to
mark the limits of the “human factor” (the individual variability in re-
sponse time) in scientific observation—a factor that only mechani-
wal operations could remove.** A new domain of time, the time of the
achine, seemed to open by the end of the nineteenth century. To dip
beneath the tenth of the second, therefore, overcame the human, all-
too-human, aspect of time and inaugurated the regime of mechanical
precision. Such an unfamiliar experience of instantaneity belonged as
well to new forces of energy, such as electricity, which seemed to surge
Acrosy space as if it did not exist. Indeed, Eadweard Muybridge an-
nounced his ingtantaneous images in 1877 as “automatic electric photo-
apha,” referving to the electrical triggering of the camera shutters
Ii new temporality was systematic, measured and produced by pre-




cision machinery, and could only be expressed by abstract mathematic
measurements (what person could discern the difference between one-
hundredth of a second and one-thousandth?).

The Instant: Denial of Motion or Its Origin?

Here we encounter an apparent paradox about photography’s mastery of
motion and a new phase in the oscillation between stillness and move-
ment within the medium. Motion mastered is, at least in a phenome-
nological sense, motion destroyed. Frizot even speaks of time being
murdered by instantaneous photography?® Apparently bereft of our
traditional sense of time and movement, the photograph no longer rep-
resented a familiar world. But is this new world truly motionless and
timeless, or does it reveal new dimensions of time and new ways to con-
ceive of motion?

Let me trace this new phase in the oscillation of stillness and motion
by focusing on one of the earliest and most famous of these unfamiliar
images (in addition to being inscribed in film history, since the 1970s
it has nearly been an emblem for animation): Muybridge’s photograph
of a horse in full gallop. This photograph not only revealed all four of a
horse’s hooves suspended above the ground at the same instant (a fact
already established scientifically by Marey’s graphic method) but also
portrayed the position of those legs in a totally unfamiliar and previ-
ously unseen configuration. As is well known, this photograph was ini-
tially received with skepticism, if not outright rejection, especially by
those whase observation of horses had been most intense: equestrian
painters. The positions of the horses’ legs in Muybridge’s images were
considered absurd, ungainly, and impossible. Indeed, Muybridge em-
ployed his device, the zoopraxiscope (a retooling of a projecting phena-
kistoscope), to animate his photographs of animal locomotion, in order
to prove that these odd positions could be synthesized into a continuous
visible movement. At this moment painting and photography dramati-
cally confronted each other with radically different conceptions of the
image of movement. One could claim that modern animation emerged
from this conflict. Here the limitations of Manovich's alignment of ani-
mation with painting as opposed to photography come sharply into
moncm Wmnrmu ?ms mozosﬁm the mzmmmm mnnnne_s %5&&3& painters,

roots itself in analytical instants especially as defined by instantaneous
photography.

Even before submitting itself to the lesson of the instant as taught by
photography, animation had pursued the parsing of time into brief in-
crements though submitting human vision to the effect of a rapid shut-
ter. In the 1830s scientists such as Michael Faraday and Peter Roget had
systematically investigated the temporality of human visual perception
using revolving shutter-like devices. In Roget’s case these studies di-
rectly led to the first device of animation, the phenakistoscope, which
used a revolving-shutter effect combined with a series of drawn images
that portrayed stages of motion to create a moving image. As Manovich
points out, the first devices of image animation predated photography.
Although early animation devices are practically simultaneous with the
early experiments in photography, the achieving of the instant in pho-
tography occurred some decades later. But my story here is not about
claiming the precedence of one medium over the other; instead, I stress
that both participate in and explore an era of instantaneity.

It may seem perverse to refer to these devices, designed to produce a
moving image, as relating to the instant, since my discussion of instan-
taneous photography has emphasized suspending or freezing motion.
EBarly animation devices such as the phenakistoscope and the zoetrope
used the shutter to punctuate the circular succession of images that re-
volved within their devices, allowing the human eye to seize them as
separate images and thus synthesize them into a flow of motion. Cer-
tainly the effects of the instantaneous photograph and the early anima-
tion devices are different, even opposed. The camera uses the shutter
lo freeze the motion of the world in order to fix the image of an in-
stant; animation devices, in contrast, spin still images into a continu-
ous flow as the shutter transforms this continuity into a discontinuous
presentation of images to the eye, in order to create a single evolving
motion rather than a blur. But both processes use their devices to ma-
nipulate the temporal aspect of vision and create new temporal regimes
of imagery through the manufacture of the instant.

‘Ihe instant so brief that motion is stilled had been imagined since
antiquity, as the speculations of Parmenides and Zeno testify; mathe-
matics and Zeno's concept of the infinite division of time supplied a way
16 conceive of this paradoxical unit. But the instantaneous photograph
andl the phenakistoscope are not concepts; as devices they do things,
and they do them in relation to human perception. Logic opposes con-
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cepts, whereas perception transforms one into the other. Instanta-
neous photography supplied an image of a time beyond ordinary human
reach, now captured through technology. The instantaneous photograph
opened the way to experiencing the realm of the tenth of the second,
the new microtemporality in which modern technology operates at an
ever-accelerating pace beyond immediate human experience, yet argu-
ably made visible to us through new media (through, as Snyder put it,
“pictorial evidence produced by precision instruments”) even as it re-
shapes human life and culture.

The modern instant as visualized in both photography and animation
devices differs from the concept found in ancient philosophy. While the
conceptual instant of antiquity in the Parmenidean tradition might have
excluded motion, the instant of instantaneous photography does so only
in a most literal fashion. The instantaneous photograph is an image, not
an abstraction, and its relation to motion depends on its imagery. It
is as revolutionary in its relation to imagery as it is to time. The tradi-
tional static image of painting since the Renaissance strove after a self-
contained autonomy, an aesthetic coherence, while the frozen image of
instantaneous photography struck observers as ugly, unaesthetic, and
uncanny due to its incomplete and restless nature (a claim often made
at the time about impressionist painting as well). Although still and
frozen, these photographs invoke motion as much as they deny it. Their
visualizing of an apparent defiance of gravity, the strain of outstretched
limbs and the suspended trajectory of drops of water or tossed balls, dis-
plays movement in a more radical manner than had baroque or impres-
sionist painting. These images hardly portray a Parmenidean eternity
of total oneness. Rather, they present an often unbearably incomplete
moment, filled with potential movement, an instant torn from an un-
seen (but imagined) continuity whose contours they evoke almost pain-
fully. The neuroscientist Thierry Pozzo, writing on the effect of Marey’s
images, evokes Theodor Lipps’s concept of empathy, in which the viewer
seems to experience the physical sensation that he or she witnesses ina
performer or image.” This empathetic sense of kinesthesia renders the
frozen positions of the instantaneous image as more of a cramp begging
to be relieved than a timeless moment. I believe it is nearly impossible
to see an instantaneous photograph of motion without continuing the
frozen motion in our imagination. These instant images practically de-
mand animation’. . ¢

Historically speaking, instantaneous photography's impulse toward
motion becomes most visible in chronoy Y1 b not simply
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the positions of Muybridge’s and Marey’s mobile subjects that summon
up motion; their placement within a continuous series of images do so
as well. Images in series demonstrate the profound relation between
practices of instantaneous photography and early animation devices.
Phenakistoscope disks or the strips drawn for zoetropes and praxino-
scopes also presented a series of still images in stages of motion. Still
images serving as sections of motion are designed for these animation
devices (which first emerged in the 1830s, an era when photographic
exposure remained far from brief). However, these drawn representa-
tions of stages of motion remained necessarily speculative reconstruc-
tions and record no actual temporal relations. Their primary purpose
was not the analysis of motion but the mechanical production of a mov-
ing image. The individually drawn image had little significance outside of
its role in the mobile device.

Instantaneous photography and chronophotography do not imagine
speculative segments but actually record an instant (or a series of in-
stants), rendered visible by abstraction from the flux of time. We see
in these images not a conception of the stages of motion but rather an
image of the material form that bodies take in a specific instant of time.
The chronophotography of the late nineteenth century invokes and in-
vites animation® not only because the arrangement of images within
A series clearly portrays the trajectory of movement but also because
the series both follows and breaks down an action in strict temporal
order. While animation® certainly aims at the reconstitution of move-
ment, it fascinates us because we seem to see movement take place be-
fore our eyes. Animation® reproduces motion and also displays its ori-
fin, its birth, so to speak, the emergence of motion out of stillness, of
tontinuity out of discontinuity.

Philosophical Dilemma, Visual Resolution

| will resist wandering too far into the philosophy of time and try to re-
main focused on the technical production of a temporal image rather
than speculating on the nature of time itself, with its notorious aporia.
(As Augustine beautifully put it in Confessions: “What then is time? I
lmow what it is if no one asks me what it is; but if [ want to explain it to
~someone who has asked me, [ find that I do not know.”)*® The ambiguous
term | have used throughout this chapter, the instant, remains crucial
{0 hoth philosophical debates and the new image of time that instan-
taneous photography and animation offer. But I differentiate between




these meanings. Within philosophy, the instant has primarily been con-
ceived of as a unit of time, expressing a view of time as discontinuous
and successive.?® For Parmenides and his student Zeno, time is indivis-
ible, and consequently change and motion are impossible, philosophi-
cally speaking. Plato posited a distinction between a transcendent time-
less realm and a mutable world as a means of overcoming the immobility
of Parmenides’s system. Robin Durie asserts that the instant arises in
Plato’s system as a means of explaining change and the passing of time.*
In his dialogue Parmenides, Plato writes: “There is no change from rest
while resting, nor from motion while moving; but this instant, a strange
nature, is something inserted between motion and rest and it is no time
atall; but into it and from it what is moved changes to being at rest, and
what is at rest to being moved.”** Aristotle, in contrast, sees time as fun-
damentally continuous and claims that conceiving of time as an accumu-
lation of discrete instants is incoherent. In place of instants, Aristotle
finds the essence of time in the “now,” which expresses the inherent con-
tinuity of time in the process of change and movement.** Time is not in-
herently made of discrete instants; instead, its continuity is potentially
divisible. The concept of potentiality determines for Aristotle both the
continuous nature of time and allows its passing. Rather than a discrete
unit, the now functions both to divide and connect time, like a point in
a line. Time is related to motion, stretching into the future, which de-
fines its potentiality:

The philosophy of time recurrently encounters this dilemma. How
can we imagine the dividing of time in such a way that its continuity and
passing are not denied or rendered impossible? Does dividing up time
stop itin its tracks? Inversely, does seeing time as simply continuous be-
tray our sense that time changes radically, that it produces novelty, not
just an endless succession of the same? This dilemma seems to recur in
the modern era, whether as Henri Bergson’s championing of duration
versus Gaston Bachelard’s valorization of the instant, or Alain Badiou’s
promotion of the event over Gilles Deleuze’s defense of Bergson's dura-
tion.* I am interested in the issues that these controversies articulate
more than adjudicating the contest (which I could never do).

The alternative models of time as a succession of discrete instants
or as a pure continuity may seem to parallel the opposition between
the frozen image produced by instantaneous photography (or its suc-
cession in the chronophotographic series) and the continuously moving
image produced by animation devices, including the cinema, But this
s degitn |

comparison seems to me to dissolve the opposition between models of
time rather than heighten it. The instantaneous photograph may seem
to embody the instant as a discrete unit of time and action, while the
moving image expresses the continuity of duration. But a close examina-
tion of the technology of these images reveals that each seems to derive
its effect from the other. Within its stillness the images of instantaneous
photography strain toward the portrayal of motion. On the other hand,
animation devices all employ still images that, when the device is oper-
ated, yield a perception of movement. In Aristotelian fashion, anima-
tion' demonstrates the potential of motion in stillness (and vice versa).
In Plato’s view, the instantaneous photograph possesses a “strange na-
ture” in which “what is moved changes to being at rest, and what is at
rest to being moved.” Animation (both definitions) does not exist simply
in the appearance of motion; animation is in the transformation of still-
ness into motion. It is this potential that one senses within the tense
Stasis of the instantaneous image; it is this transformation that pro-
duces the wonder of animated movement, Panofsky’s metamorphosis.

Thus, the understanding of the instant that I propose here does not
resemble a discrete unit of time, which somehow paradoxically adds up
lo motion and the flow of time. The instant embodies the potential to
move between the regimes of stillness and motion. [ am not sure that
this statement is philosophically coherent, yet it describes our experi-
ence of both the instantaneous photograph, which may murder time
but cannot deny it, and the perceptual experience of animation that
fesurrects time from its grave of immobility. I do not argue that these
Images reveal to us the true nature of time, but I would maintain that
they produce experiences of the instant that avoid viewing time as in-
. Ortly static. These images visualize the instant’s inherence in motion and
~ Hime, either by artificially abstracting it from that flow or by mechani-
tally producing that flow. The suspended gestures and actions of the
lstantaneous photograph complement the moment when the static
lmages passing through an animation device become a moving image.
Mach process engages with our experience of time and motion in a defa-
Aniliarizing manner. Rather than simply conceived of as reproductions of
otion, both instantaneous still photography and motion picture cine-
matography play with our perception of motion in order to produce the
itant as a wonder.
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