
Appearances

by John Berger

“Reason respects the differences and imagination the similitude of things.”

Shelley

Nearly twenty years ago I had the project of taking a series of photographs which would 
accompany, and be interchangeable with, a sequence of love poems. Just as it was not clear 
whether the poems spoke with the voice of a woman or a man, so it should remain uncertain 
whether the image inspired the text or vice versa. My first interest in photography was passionate.

To learn how to use a camera, in order to be able to take these photographs, I went to see Jean 
Mohr. Alain Tanner gave me his address. Jean instructed me with great patience. And for two 
years I took hundreds of photographs in the hope of telling my love.

This is how my close interest in photography began. And I recall it now because, however 
theoretical and distanced some of my later remarks may appear to be, photography is still, first 
and foremost for me a means of expression. The all-important question is: What kind of means?

Jean Mohr and I became friends and then collaborators. This is the fourth book we have made 
together. During this collaboration we have continually tried to examine its nature. How should a 
photographer and writer collaborate? What are the possible relations between images and text? 
How can we approach the reader together? These questions did not arise abstractly, they 
imposed themselves whilst we were working on books which we believed to be urgent. The 
implications of a certain relationship between doctor and patient, between cure and suffering. The 
state of the visual arts in the Soviet Union. The experience of migrant workers. And now, in this 
book, the way peasants look at themselves.

Faced with the problem of communicating experience, through a constant process of trial and 
error, we found ourselves having to doubt or reject many of the assumptions usually made about 
photography. We discovered that photographs did not work as we had been taught.

The ambiguity of the photograph

What makes photography a strange invention — with unforeseeable consequences — is that its 
primary raw materials are light and time. Yet let us begin with something more tangible. A few 
days ago a friend of mine found this photograph and showed it to me. 

I know nothing about it. The best way of dating it is probably by its photographic technique. 
Between 1900 and 1920? I do not know whether it was taken in Canada, the Alps, South Africa. 
All one can see is that it shows a smiling middle-aged man with his horse. Why was it taken? 
What meaning did it have for the photographer? Would it have had the same meaning for the 
man with the horse? 

One can play a game of inventing meanings. The Last Mountie. (His smile becomes nostalgic.) 
The Man Who Set Fire to Farms. (His smile becomes sinister.) Before the Trek of Two Thousand 
Miles. (His smile becomes a little apprehensive.) After the Trek of Two Thousand Miles. (His smile 
becomes modest.) ... 

The most definite information this photograph gives is about the type of bridle the horse is 
wearing, and this is certainly not the reason why it was taken. Looking at the photograph alone it 
is even hard to know to what use category it belonged. Was it a family-album picture, a 
newspaper picture, a traveller's snap? 
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Could it have been taken, not for the sake of the man, but of the horse? Was the man acting as a 
groom, just holding the horse? Was he a horse-dealer? Or was it a still photograph taken during 
the filming of one of the early Westerns? 

The photograph offers irrefutable evidence that this man, this horse and this bridle existed. Yet it 
tells us nothing of the significance of their existence. 

A photograph arrests the flow of time in which the event photographed once existed. All 
photographs are of the past, yet in them an instant of the past is arrested so that, unlike a lived 
past, it can never lead to the present. Every photograph presents us with two messages: a 
message concerning the event photographed and another concerning a shock of discontinuity.

Between the moment recorded and the present moment of looking at the photograph, there is an 
abyss. We are so used to photography that we no longer consciously register the second of these 
twin messages except in special circumstances: when for example, the person photographed was 
familiar to us and is now far away or dead. In such circumstances the photograph is more 
traumatic than most memories or mementos because it seems to confirm, prophetically, the later 
dis-continuity created by the absence or death. Imagine for a moment that you were once in love 
with the man with the horse and that he has now disappeared. 

If, however, he is a total stranger, one thinks only of the first message, which here is so 
ambiguous that the event escapes one. What the photograph shows goes with any story one 
chooses to invent. 

Nevertheless the mystery of this photograph does not quite end there. No invented story, no 
explanation offered will be quite as present as the banal appearances preserved in this 
photograph. These appearances may tell us very little, but they are unquestionable. 

The first photographs were thought of as marvels because, far more directly than any other form 
of visual image, they presented the appearance of what was absent. They preserved the look of 
things and they allowed the look of things to be carried away. The marvel in this was not only 
technical. 

Our response to appearances is a very deep one, and it includes elements which are instinctive 
and atavistic. For example, appearances alone — regardless of all conscious considerations — 
can sexually arouse. For example, the stimulus to action — however tentative it remains — can 
be provoked by the colour red. More widely, the look of the world is the widest possible 
confirmation of the thereness of the world, and thus the look of the world continually proposes 
and confirms our relation to that thereness, which nourishes our sense of Being. 

Before you tried to read the photograph of the man with the horse, before you placed it or named 
it, the simple act of looking at it confirmed, however briefly, your sense of being in the world, with 
its men, hats, horses, bridles ... 

*** 

The ambiguity of a photograph does not reside within the instant of the event photographed: there 
the photographic evidence is less ambiguous than any eye-witness account. The photo-finish of a 
race is rightly decided by what the camera has recorded. The ambiguity arises out of that 
discontinuity which gives rise to the second of the photograph's twin messages. (The abyss 
between the moment recorded and the moment of looking.) 

A photograph preserves a moment of time and prevents it being effaced by the supersession of 
further moments. In this respect photographs might be compared to images stored in the 
memory. Yet there is a fundamental difference: whereas remembered images are the residue of 
continuous experience, a photograph isolates the appearances of a disconnected instant. 

And in life, meaning is not instantaneous. Meaning is discovered in what connects, and cannot 
exist without development. Without a story, without an unfolding, there is no meaning. Facts, 
information, do not in themselves constitute meaning. Facts can be fed into a computer and 
become factors in a calculation. No meaning, however, comes out of computers, for when we 
give meaning to an event, that meaning is a response, not only to the known, but also to the 
unknown: meaning and mystery are inseparable, and neither can exist without the passing of 
time. Certainty may be instantaneous; doubt requires duration; meaning is born of the two. An 
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instant photographed can only acquire meaning insofar as the viewer can read into it a duration 
extending beyond itself. When we find a photograph meaningful, we are lending it a past and a 
future. 

The professional photographer tries, when taking a photograph, to choose an instant which will 
persuade the public viewer to lend it an appropriate past and future. The photographer's 
intelligence or his empathy with the subject defines for him what is appropriate. Yet unlike the 
story-teller or painter or actor, the photographer only makes, in any one photograph, a single 
constitutive choice: the choice of the instant to be photographed. The photograph, compared with 
other means of communication, is therefore weak in intentionality. 

A dramatic photograph may be as ambiguous as an undramatic one. 

What is happening? It requires a caption for us to understand the significance of the event. "Nazis 
Burning Books". And the significance of the caption again depends upon a sense of history that 
we cannot necessarily take for granted. 

All photographs are ambiguous. All photographs have been taken out of a continuity. If the event 
is a public event, this continuity is history; if it is personal, the continuity, which has been broken, 
is a life story. Even a pure landscape breaks a continuity: that of the light and the weather. 
Discontinuity always produces ambiguity. Yet often this ambiguity is not obvious, for as soon as 
photographs are used with words, they produce together an effect of certainty, even of dogmatic 
assertion. 

In the relation between a photograph and words, the photograph begs for an interpretation, and 
the words usually supply it. The photograph, irrefutable as evidence but weak in meaning, is 
given a meaning by the words. And the words, which by themselves remain at the level of 
generalisation, are given specific authenticity by the irrefutability of the photograph. Together the 
two then become very powerful; an open question appears to have been fully answered. 

Yet it might be that the photographic ambiguity, if recognised and accepted as such, could offer to 
photography a unique means of expression. Could this ambiguity suggest another way of telling? 
This is a question I want to raise now and return to later. 

*** 

Cameras are boxes for transporting appearances. The principle by which cameras work has not 
changed since their invention. Light, from the object photographed, passes through a hole and 
falls on to a photographic plate or film. The latter, because of its chemical preparation, preserves 
these traces of light. From these traces, through other slightly more complicated chemical 
processes, prints are made. Technically, by the standards of our century, it is a simple process. 
Just as the historically comparable invention of the printing press was, in its time, simple. What is 
still not so simple is to grasp the nature of the appearances which the camera transports. 

Are the appearances which a camera transports a construction, a man-made cultural artifact, or 
are they, like a footprint in the sand, a trace naturally left by something that has passed? The 
answer is, both. 

The photographer chooses the event he photographs. This choice can be thought of as a cultural 
construction. The space for this construction is, as it were, cleared by his rejection of what he did 
not choose to photograph. The construction is his reading of the event which is in front of his 
eyes. It is this reading, often intuitive and very fast, which decides his choice of the instant to be 
photographed. 

Likewise, the photographed image of the event, when shown as a photograph, is also part of a 
cultural construction. It belongs to a specific social situation, the life of the photographer, an 
argument, an experiment, away of explaining the world, a book, a newspaper, an exhibition. 

Yet at the same time, the material relation between the image and what it represents (between 
the marks on the printing paper and the tree these marks represent) is an immediate and 
unconstructed one. And is indeed like a trace. 

The photographer chooses the tree, the view of it he wants, the kind of film, the focus, the filter, 
the time-exposure, the strength of the developing solution, the sort of paper to print on, the 
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darkness or lightness of the print, the framing of the print — all this and more. But where he does 
not intervene — and cannot intervene without changing the fundamental character of 
photography — is between the light, emanating from that tree as it passes through the lens, and 
the imprint it makes on the film. 

It may clarify what we mean by a trace if we ask how a drawing differs from a photograph. A 
drawing is a translation. That is to say each mark on the paper is consciously related, not only to 
the real or imagined "model", but also to every mark and space already set out on the paper. 
Thus a drawn or painted image is woven together by the energy (or the lassitude, when the 
drawing is weak) of countless judgements. Every time a figuration is evoked in a drawing, 
everything about it has been mediated by consciousness, either intuitively or systematically. In a 
drawing an apple is made round and spherical; in a photograph, the roundness and the light and 
shade of the apple are received as a given. 

This difference between making and receiving also implies a very different relation to time. A 
drawing contains the time of its own making, and this means that it possesses its own time, 
independent of the living time of what it portrays. The photograph, by contrast, receives almost 
instantaneously — usually today at a speed which cannot be perceived by the human eye. The 
only time contained in a photograph is the isolated instant of what it shows. 

There is another important difference within the times contained by the two kinds of images. The 
time which exists within a drawing is not uniform. The, artist gives more time to what she or he 
considers important. A face is likely to contain more time than the sky above it. Time in a drawing 
accrues according to human value. In a photograph time is uniform: every part of the image has 
been subjected to a chemical process of uniform duration. In the process of revelation all parts 
were equal. 

These differences between a drawing and a photograph relating to time lead us to the most 
fundamental distinction between the two means of communication. The countless judgements 
and decisions which constitute a drawing are systematic. That is to say that they are grounded in 
an existent language. The teaching of this language and its specific usages at any given time are 
historically variable. A master-painter's apprentice during the Renaissance learnt a different 
practice and grammar of drawing from a Chinese apprentice during the Sung period. But every 
drawing, in order to re-create appearances, has recourse to a language. 

Photography, unlike drawing, does not possess a language. The photographic image is produced 
instantaneously by the reflection of light; its figuration is not impregnated by experience or 
consciousness. 

Barthes, writing about photography, talked of "humanity encountering for the first time in its 
history messages without a code. Hence the photograph is not the last (improved) term of the 
great family of images; it corresponds to a decisive mutation of informational economics."1  The 
mutation being that photographs supply information without having a language of their own. 

Photographs do not translate from appearances. They quote from them. 

*** 

It is because photography has no language of its own, because it quotes rather than translates, 
that it is said that the camera cannot lie. It cannot lie because it prints directly. 

(The fact that there were and are faked photographs is, paradoxically, a proof of this. You can 
only make a photograph tell an explicit lie by elaborate tampering, collage, and re-photographing. 
You have in fact ceased to practise photography. Photography in itself has no language which 
can be turned.) And yet photographs can be, and are, massively used to deceive and misinform. 

We are surrounded by photographic images which constitute a global system of misinformation: 
the system known as publicity, proliferating consumerist lies. The role of photography in this 
system is revealing. The lie is constructed before the camera. A "tableau" of objects and figures is 
assembled. This "tableau" uses a language of symbols (often inherited, as I have pointed out 
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elsewhere,2 from the iconography of oil painting), an implied narrative and, frequently, some kind 
of performance by models with a sexual content. This "tableau" is then photographed. It is 
photographed precisely because the camera can bestow authenticity upon any set of 
appearances, however false. The camera does not lie even when it is used to quote a lie. And so, 
this makes the lie appear more truthful. 

The photographic quotation is, within its limits, incontrovertible. Yet the quotation, placed like a 
fact in an explicit or implicit argument, can misinform. Sometimes the misinforming is deliberate, 
as in the case of publicity; often it is the result of an unquestioned ideological assumption. 

For example, all over the world during the nineteenth century, European travellers, soldiers, 
colonial administrators, adventurers, took photographs of "the natives", their customs, their 
architecture, their richness, their poverty, their women's breasts, their headdresses; and these 
images, besides provoking amazement, were presented and read as proof of the justice of the 
imperial division of the world. The division between those who organised and rationalised and 
surveyed, and those who were surveyed. 

In itself the photograph cannot lie, but, by the same token, it cannot tell the truth; or rather, the 
truth it does tell, the truth it can by itself defend, is a limited one. 

The idealistic early press photographers — in the twenties and thirties of this century — believed 
that their mission was to bring home the truth to the world.

Sometimes I come away from what I am photographing sick at heart, with the faces of people 
in pain etched as sharply in my mind as on my negatives. But I go back because I feel it is my 
place to make such pictures. Utter truth is essential, and that is what stirs me when I look 
through the camera. 

Margaret Bourke-White 

I admire the work of Margaret Bourke-White. And photographers, under certain political 
circumstances, have indeed helped to alert public opinion to the truth of what was happening 
elsewhere. For example: the degree of rural poverty in the United States in the 1930s; the 
treatment of Jews in the streets of Nazi Germany; the effects of US napalm bombing in Vietnam. 
Yet to believe that what one sees, as one looks through a camera on to the experience of others, 
is the "utter truth" risks confusing very different levels of the truth. And this confusion is endemic 
to the present public use of photographs.

Photographs are used for scientific investigation: in medicine, physics, meteorology, astronomy, 
biology. Photographic information is also fed into systems of social and political control — 
dossiers, passports, military intelligence. Other photographs are used in the media as a means of 
public communication. The three contexts are different, and yet it has been generally assumed 
that the truthfulness of the photograph or the way that this truth functions — is the same in all 
three.

In fact, when a photograph is used scientifically, its unquestionable evidence is an aid in coming 
to a conclusion: it supplies information within the conceptual framework of an investigation. It 
supplies a missing detail. When photographs are used in a control system, their evidence is more 
or less limited to establishing identity and presence. But as soon as a photograph is used as a 
means of communication, the nature of lived experience is involved, and then the truth becomes 
more complex.

An X-ray photograph of a wounded leg can tell the "utter truth" about whether the bones are 
fractured or not. But how does a lab photograph tell the "utter truth" about a man's experience of 
hunger or, for that matter, his experience of a feast?

At one level there are no photographs which can be denied. All photographs have the status of 
fact. What has to be examined is in what way photography can and cannot give meaning to facts. 
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*** 

Let us recall how and when photography was born, how, as it were, it was christened, and how it 
grew up. 

The camera was invented in 1839. Auguste Comte was just finishing his Cours de Philosophie 
Positive. Positivism and the camera and sociology grew up together. What sustained them all as 
practices was the belief that observable quantifiable facts, recorded by scientists and experts, 
would one day offer man such a total knowledge about nature and society that he would be able 
to order them both. Precision would replace metaphysics, planning would resolve social conflicts, 
truth would replace subjectivity, and all that was dark and hidden in the soul would be illuminated 
by empirical knowledge. Comte wrote that theoretically nothing need remain unknown to man 
except, perhaps, the origin of the stars! Since then cameras have photographed even the 
formation of stars! And photographers now supply us with more facts every month than the 
eighteenth century Encylopaedists dreamt of in their whole project.

Yet the positivist utopia was not achieved. And the world today is less controllable by experts, 
who have mastered what they believe to be its mechanisms, than it was in the nineteenth century. 

What was achieved was unprecedented scientific and technical progress and, eventually, the 
subordination of all other values to those of a world market which treats everything, including 
people and their labour and their lives and their deaths, as a commodity. The unachieved 
positivist utopia became, instead, the global system of late capitalism wherein all that exists 
becomes quantifiable — not simply because it can be reduced to a statistical fact, but also 
because it has been reduced to a commodity. 

In such a system there is no space for experience. Each person's experience remains an 
individual problem. Personal psychology replaces philosophy as an explanation of the world. 

Nor is there space for the social function of subjectivity. All subjectivity is treated as private, and 
the only (false) form of it which is socially allowed is that of the individual consumer's dream. 

From this primary suppression of the social function of subjectivity, other suppressions follow: of 
meaningful democracy (replaced by opinion polls and market-research techniques), of social 
conscience (replaced by self-interest), of history (replaced by racist and other myths), of hope — 
the most subjective and social of all energies (replaced by the sacralisation of Progress as 
Comfort). 

The way photography is used today both derives from and confirms the suppression of the social 
function of subjectivity. Photographs, it is said, tell the truth. From this simplification, which 
reduces the truth to the instantaneous, it follows that what a photograph tells about a door or a 
volcano belongs to the same order of truth as what it tells about a man weeping or a woman's 
body. 

If no theoretical distinction has been made between the photograph as scientific evidence and the 
photograph as a means of communication, this has been not so much an oversight as a proposal. 
The proposal was (and is) that when something is visible, it is a fact, and that facts contain the 
only truth. 

Public photography has remained the child of the hopes of positivism. Orphaned — because 
these hopes are now dead — it has been adopted by the opportunism of corporate capitalism. It 
seems likely that the denial of the innate ambiguity of the photograph is closely connected with 
the denial of the social function of subjectivity.

A popular use of photography 

'In our age there is no work of art that is looked at so closely as a photograph of oneself, 
one's closest relatives and friends, one's sweetheart,' wrote Lichtwark back in 1907, thereby 
moving the inquiry out of the realm of aesthetic distinctions into that of social functions. Only 
now this vantage point can be carried further.' 

Walter Benjamin, A Small History of Photography (1931). 
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A mother with her child is staring intently at a soldier. Perhaps they are speaking. We cannot hear 
their words. Perhaps they are saying nothing and everything is being said by the way they are 
looking at each other. Certainly a drama is being enacted between them. The caption reads: "A 
Red Hussar Leaving, June 1919, Budapest." The photograph is by Andre Kertesz. 

So, the woman has just walked out of their home and will shortly go back alone with the child. 
The drama of the moment is expressed in the difference between the clothes they are wearing. 
His for travelling, for sleeping out, for fighting; hers for staying at home. 

The caption can also entail other thoughts. The Hapsburg monarchy had fallen the previous 
autumn. The winter had been one of extreme shortages (especially of fuel in Budapest) and 
economic disintegration. Two months before, in March, the socialist Republic of Councils had 
been declared. The Western allies in Paris, fearful lest the Russian and now the Hungarian 
example of revolution should spread throughout Eastern Europe and the Balkans, were planning 
to dismantle the new republic. A blockade was already imposed. General Foch himself was 
planning the military invasion being carried out by Rumanian and Czech troops. On June 8th 
Clemenceau telegraphed an ultimatum to Bela Kun demanding a Hungarian military withdrawal 
which would have left the Rumanians occupying the eastern third of their country. For another six 
weeks the Hungarian Red Army fought on, but it was finally overwhelmed. By August, Budapest 
was occupied and very soon after, the first European fascist regime under Horthy was 
established. 

If we are looking at an image from the past and we want to relate it to ourselves, we need to know 
something of the history of that past. And so the foregoing paragraph — and much more than that 
might be said — is relevant to the reading of Kertesz's photograph. Which is presumably why he 
gave it the caption he did and not just the title "Parting". Yet the photograph — or rather, the way 
this photograph demands to be read — cannot be limited to the historical. 

Everything in it is historical: the uniforms, the rifles, the corner by the Budapest railway station, 
the identity and biographies of all the people who are (or were) recognisable — even the size of 
the trees on the other side of the fence. And yet it also concerns a resistance to history: an 
opposition. 

This opposition is not the consequence of the photographer having said Stop! It is not that the 
resultant static image is like a fixed post in a flowing river. We know that in a moment the soldier 
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will turn his back and leave; we presume that he is the father of the child in the woman's arms. 
The significance of the instant photographed is already claiming minutes, weeks, years. 

The opposition exists in the parting look between the man and the woman. This look is not 
directed towards the viewer. We witness it as the older soldier with the moustache and the 
woman with the shawl (perhaps a sister) do. The exclusivity of this look is further emphasised by 
the boy in the mother's arms; he is watching his father, and yet he is excluded from their look. 

This look, which crosses before our eyes, is holding in place what is, not specifically what is there 
around them outside the station, but what is their life, what are their lives. The woman and the 
soldier are looking at each other so that the image of what is now shall remain for them. In this 
look their being is opposed to their history, even if we assume that this history is one they accept 
or have chosen. 

*** 

How can one be opposed to history? Conservatives may oppose with force changes in history. 
But there is another kind of opposition. Who can read Marx and not feel his hatred towards the 
historical processes he discovered and his impatience for the end of history when, he believed, 
the realm of necessity would be transformed into the realm of freedom? 

An opposition to history may be partly an opposition to what happens in it. But not only that. 
Every revolutionary protest is also a project against people being the objects of history. And as 
soon as people feel, as the result of their desperate protest, that they are no longer such objects, 
history ceases to have the monopoly of time. 

Imagine the blade of a giant guillotine as long as the diameter of the city. Imagine the blade 
descending and cutting a section through everything that is there — walls, railway lines, 
wagons, workshops, churches, crates of fruit, trees, sky, cobblestones. Such a blade has 
fallen a few yards in front of the face of everyone who is determined to fight. Each finds 
himself a few yards from the precipitous edge of an infinitely deep fissure which only he can 
see. The fissure, like a deep cut into the flesh, is unmistakably itself; there can be no doubting 
what has happened. But there is no pain at first. 

The pain is the thought of one's own death probably being very near. It occurs to the men and 
women building the barricades that what they are handling, and what they are thinking, are 
probably being handled and thought by them for the last time. As they build the defences, the 
pain increases.

. . . At the barricades the pain is over. The transformation is complete. It is completed by a 
shout from the rooftops that the soldiers are advancing. Suddenly there is nothing to regret. 
The barricades are between their defenders and the violence done to them throughout their 
lives. There is nothing to regret because it is the quintessence of their past which is now 
advancing against them. On their side of the barricades it is already the future.3 

Revolutionary actions are rare. Feelings of opposition to history, however, are constant, even if 
unarticulated. They often find their expression in what is called private life. A home has become 
not only a physical shelter but also a teleological shelter, however frail, against the 
remorselessness of history; a remorselessness which should be distinguished from the brutality, 
injustice and misery the same history often contains. 

People's opposition to history is a reaction (even a protest, but a protest so intimate that it has no 
direct social expression and the indirect ones are often mystified and dangerous: both fascism 
and racism feed upon such protests) against a violence done to them. The violence consists in 
conflating time and history so that the two become indivisible, so that people can no longer read 
their experience of either of them separately. 

This conflation began in Europe in the nineteenth century, and has become more complete and 
more extensive as the rate of historical change has increased and become global. All popular 
religious movements — such as the present mounting Islamic one against the materialism of the 
West — are a form of resistance to the violence of this conflation. 
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What does this violence consist in? The human imagination which grasps and unifies time (before 
imagination existed, each time scale — cosmic, geological, biological — was disparate) has 
always had the capacity of undoing time. This capacity is closely connected with the faculty of 
memory. Yet time is undone not only by being remembered but also by the living of certain 
moments which defy the passing of time, not so much by becoming unforgettable but because, 
within the experience of such moments there is an imperviousness to time. They are experiences 
which provoke the words for ever, toujours, siempre, immer. Moments of achievement, trance, 
dream, passion, crucial ethical decision, prowess, near-death, sacrifice, mourning, music, the 
visitation of duende. To name some of them. 

Such moments have continually occurred in human experience. Although not frequent in any one 
lifetime, they are common. They are the material of all lyrical expression (from pop music to 
Heine and Sappho). Nobody has lived without experiencing such moments. Where people differ 
is in the confidence with which they credit importance to them. I say confidence since I believe 
that intimately, if not publicly, no one fails to allow them some importance. They are summit 
moments and they are intrinsic to the relation imagination/time. 

Before time and history were conflated, the rate of historical change was slow enough for an 
individual's awareness of time passing to remain quite distinct from her or his awareness of 
historical change. The sequences of an individual life were surrounded by the relatively 
changeless, and the relatively changeless (history) was in its turn surrounded by the timeless. 

History used to pay its respects to mortality: the enduring honoured the value of what was brief. 
Graves were a mark of such respect. Moments which defied time in the individual life were like 
glimpses through a window; these windows, let into the life, looked across history, which changed 
slowly, towards the timeless which would never change. 

When in the eighteenth century the rate of historical change began to accelerate, causing the 
principle of historical progress to be born, the timeless or unchanging was claimed by and 
gradually incorporated into historical time. Astronomy arranged the stars historically. Renan 
historicised Christianity. Darwin made every origin historical. Meanwhile, actively, through 
imperialism and proletarianisation, other cultures and ways of life and work, which embodied 
different traditions concerning time, were being destroyed. The factory which works all night is a 
sign of the victory of a ceaseless, uniform and remorseless time. The factory continues even 
during the time of dreams. 

The principle of historical progress insisted that the elimination of all other views of history save 
its own was part of that progress. Superstition, embedded conservatism, so-called eternal laws, 
fatalism, social passivity, the fear of eternity so skilfully used by churches to intimidate, repetition 
and ignorance: all these had to be swept away and replaced by the proposal that man could 
make his own history. And indeed this did — and does — represent progress, in that social justice 
cannot be fully achieved without such an awareness of the historical possibility, and this 
awareness depends upon historical explanations being given. 

Nevertheless a deep violence was done to subjective experience. And to argue that this is 
unimportant in comparison with the objective historical possibilities created is to miss the point 
because, precisely, the modern anguished form of the distinction subjective/objective begins and 
develops with this violence. 

Today what surrounds the individual life can change more quickly than the brief sequences of that 
life itself. The timeless has been abolished, and history itself has become ephemerality. History 
no longer pays its respects to the dead: the dead are simply what it has passed through. (A study 
of the comparative number of public monuments erected during the last hundred years in the 
West would show a startling decline during the last twenty-five.) There is no longer any generally 
acknowledged value longer than that of a life, and most are shorter. The worldwide phenomenon 
of inflation is symptomatic in this respect: an unprecedented modern form of economic 
transience. 

Consequently the common experience of those moments which defy time is now denied by 
everything which surrounds them. Such moments have ceased to be like windows looking across 
history towards the timeless. Experiences which prompt the term for ever have now to be 
assumed alone and privately. Their role has been changed: instead of transcending, they isolate. 
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The period in which photography has developed corresponds to the period in which this uniquely 
modern anguish has become commonplace. 

Yet fortunately people are never only the passive objects of history. And apart from popular 
heroism, there is also popular ingenuity. In this case such ingenuity uses, whatever little there is 
at hand, to preserve experience, to re-create an area of "timelessness", to insist upon the 
permanent. And so, hundreds of millions of photographs, fragile images, often carried next to the 
heart or placed by the side of the bed, are used to refer to that which historical time has no right 
to destroy. 

The private photograph is treated and valued today as if it were the materialisation of that glimpse 
through the window which looked across history towards that which was outside time. 

*** 

The photograph of the woman and the red hussar represents an idea. The idea was not 
Kertesz's. It was being lived in front of his eyes and he was receptive to it. 

What did he see? 

Summer sunlight. 
The contrast between her dress and the heavy greatcoats of the soldiers who will have to 

sleep out.
The men waiting with a certain heaviness. 
Her concentration — she looks at him as if already into the distance which will claim him. 
Her scowl, which will not give way to weeping. 
His modesty — one reads it by his ear and the way he holds his head because at this 

moment she is stronger than he. 
Her acceptance, in the stance of her body. 
The boy, surprised by the father's uniform, aware of the unusual occasion. 
Her hair arranged before coming out, her worn dress. 
The limits of their wardrobe.

It is only possible to itemise the things seen, for if they touch the heart, they do so essentially 
through the eye. For example, the appearance of the woman's hands clasped over her stomach 
tells how she might peel potatoes, how one of her hands might lie when asleep, how she would 
put up her hair. 

The woman and the soldier are recognising one another. How close a parting is to a meeting! And 
through that act of recognition, such as perhaps they have never experienced before, each hopes 
to take away an image of the other which will withstand anything that may happen. An image that 
nothing can efface. This is the idea being lived before Kertesz's camera. And this is what makes 
this photograph paradigmatic. It shows a moment which is explicitly about what is implicit in all 
photographs that are not simply enjoyed but loved. 

All photographs are possible contributions to history, and any photograph, under certain 
circumstances, can be used in order to break the monopoly which history today has over time.

The enigma of appearances 

To read what has never been written. 

 — Hofmannsthal 

We have looked at two different uses of photography. An ideological use, which treats the 
positivist evidence of a photograph as if it represented the ultimate and only truth. And in contrast, 
a popular but private use which cherishes a photograph to substantiate a subjective feeling. 
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I have not considered photography as an art. Paul Strand, who was a great photographer, 
thought of himself as an artist. In recent years art museums have begun to collect and show 
photographs. Man Ray said: "I photograph what I do not wish to paint, and I paint what I cannot 
photograph." Other equally serious photographers, like Bruce Davidson, claim it as a virtue that 
their pictures do not "pose as art". 

The arguments, put forward from the nineteenth century onwards, about photography sometimes 
being an art have confused rather than clarified the issue because they have always led to some 
kind of comparison with the art of painting. And an art of translation cannot usefully be compared 
to an art of quotation. Their resemblances, their influence one upon the other, are purely formal; 
functionally they have nothing in common. 

Yet however true this may be, a crucial question remains: why can photographs of unknown 
subjects move us? If photographs do not function like paintings, how do they function? I have 
argued that photographs quote from appearances. This may suggest that appearances 
themselves constitute a language. 

What sense does it make to say this? 

Let me first try to avoid a possible misunderstanding. In his last book Barthes wrote: "Each time 
when having gone a little way with a language, I have felt that its system consists in, and in that 
way is slipping towards, a kind of reductionism and disapproval, I have quietly left and looked 
elsewhere."4

Unlike their late master, some of Barthes' structuralist followers love closed systems. They would 
maintain that in my reading of Kertesz's photograph, I relied upon a number of semiological 
systems, each one being a social/cultural construct: the sign-language of clothes, of facial 
expressions, of bodily gestures, of social manners, of photographic framing, etc. Such 
semiological systems do indeed exist and are continually being used in the making and reading of 
images. Nevertheless the sum total of these systems cannot exhaust, does not begin to cover, all 
that can be read in appearances. Barthes himself was of this opinion. The problem of 
appearances constituting something like a language cannot be resolved simply by reference to 
these semiological systems. 

So we are left with the question: what sense does it make to say that appearances may constitute 
a language? 

Appearances cohere. At the first degree they cohere because of common laws of structure and 
growth which establish visual affinities. A chip of rock can resemble a mountain; grass grows like 
hair; waves have the form of valleys; snow is crystalline; the growth of walnuts is constrained in 
their shells somewhat like the growth of brains in their skulls; all supporting legs and feet, whether 
static or mobile, visually refer to one another; etc., etc. 

At the second degree, appearances cohere because as soon as a fairly developed eye exists, 
visual imitation begins. All natural camouflage, much natural colouring and a wide range of animal 
behaviour derive from the principle of appearances fusing or being suggestive of other 
appearances. On the underside of the wings of the Brassolinae, there are markings which imitate, 
with great accuracy, the eyes of an owl or another large bird. When attacked, these butterflies 
flick their wings and their attackers are intimidated by the flashing eyes. 

Appearances both distinguish and join events. 

During the second half of the nineteenth century, when the coherence of appearances had been 
largely forgotten, one man understood and insisted upon the significance of such a coherence. 
"Objects interpenetrate each other. They never cease to live. Imperceptibly they spread intimate 
reflections around them." Cezanne. 

Appearances also cohere within the mind as perceptions. The sight of any single thing or event 
entrains the sight of other things and events. To recognise an appearance requires the memory of 
other appearances. And these memories, often projected as expectations, continue to qualify the 
seen long after the stage of primary recognition. Here for example, we recognise a baby at the 
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breast, but neither our visual memory nor our visual expectations stop there. One image 
interpenetrates another. 

As soon as we say that appearances cohere this coherence proposes a unity not unlike that of a 
language. 

*** 

Seeing and organic life are both dependent upon light, and appearances are the face of this 
mutuality. And so appearances can be said to be doubly systematic. They belong to a natural 
affinitive system which exists as such because of certain universal structural and dynamic laws. 
This is why, as already noted, all legs resemble one another. Secondly, they belong to a 
perceptive system which organises the mind's experience of the visible. 

The primary energy of the first system is natural reproduction, always thrusting towards the 
future; the primary energy of the second system is memory, continually retaining the past. In all 
perceived appearances there is the double traffic of both systems. 

We now know that it is the right hemisphere of the human brain which "reads" and stores our 
visual experience. This is significant because the areas and centres where this takes place are 
structurally identical with those in the left hemisphere which process our experience of words. 
The apparatus with which we deal with appearances is identical with that with which we deal with 
verbal language. Furthermore, appearances in their unmediated state — that is to say, before 
they have been interpreted or perceived — lend themselves to reference systems (so that they 
may be stored at a certain level in the memory) which are comparable to those used for words. 
And this again prompts one to conclude that appearances possess some of the qualities of a 
code. 

All cultures previous to our own treated appearances as signs addressed to the living. All was 
legend: all was there to be read by the eye. Appearances revealed resemblances, analogies, 
sympathies, antipathies, and each of these conveyed a message. The sum total of these 
messages explained the universe. 

The Cartesian revolution overthrew the basis for any such explanation. It was no longer the 
relation between the look of things which mattered. What mattered was measurement and 
difference, rather than visual correspondences. The purely physical could no longer in itself 
reveal meaning, it could do so only if investigated by reason, which was the probe of the spiritual. 
Appearances ceased to be double-faced like the words of a dialogue. They became dense and 
opaque, requiring dissection. 

Modern science became possible. The visible, however, deprived of any ontological function, was 
philosophically reduced to the area of aesthetics. Aesthetics was the study of sensuous 
perceptions as they affected an individual's feelings. Thus, the reading of appearances became 
fragmented; they were no longer treated as a signifying whole. Appearances were reduced to 
contingency, whose meaning was purely personal. 

The development may help to explain the fitfulness and erratic history of nineteenth-century and 
twentieth-century visual art. For the first time ever, visual art was severed from the belief that it 
was in the very nature of appearances to be meaningful. 

If, however, I persist in maintaining that appearances resemble a language, considerable 
difficulties arise. Where, for example, are its universals? A language of appearance implies an 
encoder; if appearances are there to be read, who wrote them? 

It was a rationalist illusion to believe that in dispensing with religion, mysteries would be reduced. 
What has happened, on the contrary, is that mysteries multiply. Merleau-Ponty wrote: 

We must take literally what vision teaches us, namely that through it we come in contact with 
the sun and the stars, that we are everywhere all at once, and that even our power to imagine 
ourselves elsewhere ... borrows from vision and employs means we owe to it. Vision alone 
makes us learn that beings that are different, "exterior", foreign to one another, are yet 
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absolutely together, are "simultaneity"; this is a mystery psychologists handle the way a child 
handles explosives.5

There is no need to disinter ancient religious and magical beliefs which held that the visible is 
nothing except a coded message. These beliefs, being ahistorical, ignored the coincidence of the 
historical development of eye and brain. They also ignored the coincidence that both seeing and 
organic life are dependent upon light. Yet the enigma of appearances remains, whatever our 
historical explanations. Philosophically, we can evade the enigma. But we cannot look away from 
it. 

*** 

One looks at one's surroundings (and one is always surrounded by the visible, even in dreams) 
and one reads what is there, according to circumstances, in different ways. Driving a car draws 
out one kind of reading; cutting down a tree another; waiting for a friend another. Each activity 
motivates its own reading. 

At other times the reading, or the choices which make a reading, instead of being directed 
towards a goal, are the consequence of an event that has already occurred. Emotion or mood 
motivates the reading, and the appearances, thus read, become expressive. Such moments have 
often been described in literature, but they do not belong to literature, they belong to the visible. 

Ghassan Kanafani, the Palestinian writer, describes a moment when everything he was looking at 
became expressive of the same pain and determination:

Never shall I forget Nadia's leg, amputated from the top of the thigh. NO! Nor shall I forget the 
grief which had moulded her face and merged into its traits for ever. I went out of the hospital 
in Gaza that day, my hand clutched in silent derision on the two pounds I had brought with me 
to give Nadia. The blazing sun filled the streets with the colour of blood. And Gaza was brand 
new, Mustafa! You and I never saw it like this. The stones piled up at the beginning of the 
Shajiya quarter where we lived had a meaning, and they seemed to have been put there for 
no other reason but to explain it. This Gaza in which we had lived and with whose good 
people we had spent seven years of defeat was something new. It seemed to me just a 
beginning. I don't know why I thought it was just a beginning. I imagined that the main street 
that I walked along on the way back home was only the beginning of a long, long road 
leading to Safad. Everything in this Gaza throbbed with sadness which was not confined to 
weeping. It was a challenge; more than that, it was something like reclamation of the 
amputated leg.6

In every act of looking there is an expectation of meaning. This expectation should be 
distinguished from a desire for an explanation. The one who looks may explain aftewards; but, 
prior to any explanation, there is the expectation of what appearances themselves may be about 
to reveal. 

Revelations do not usually come easily. Appearances are so complex that only the search which 
is inherent in the act of looking can draw a reading out of their underlying coherence. If, for the 
sake of a temporary clarification, one artificially separates appearances from vision (and we have 
seen that in fact this is impossible), one might say that in appearances everything that can be 
read is already there, but undifferentiated. It is the search, with its choices, which differentiates. 
And the seen, the revealed, is the child of both appearances and the search.

Another way of making this relation clearer would be to say that appearances in themselves are 
oracular. Like oracles they go beyond, they insinuate further than the discrete phenomena they 
present, and yet their insinuations are rarely sufficient to make any more comprehensive reading 
indisputable. The precise meaning of an oracular statement depends upon the quest or need of 
the one who listens to it. Everyone listens to an oracle alone, even when in company. 
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The one who looks is essential to the meaning found, and yet can be surpassed by it. And this 
surpassing is what is hoped for. Revelation was a visual category before it was a religious one. 
The hope of revelation and this is particularly obvious in every childhood — is the stimulus to the 
will to all looking which does not have a precise functional aim. 

Revelation, when what we see does surpass us, is perhaps less rare than is generally assumed. 
By its nature, revelation does not easily lend itself to verbalisation. The words used remain 
aesthetic exclamations! Yet whatever its frequency, our expectation of revelation is, I would 
suggest, a human constant. The form of this expectation may historically change, but in itself, it is 
a constituent of the relation between the human capacity to perceive and the coherence of 
appearances. 

The totality of this relationship is perhaps best indicated by saying that appearances constitute a 
half-language. Such a formulation, suggesting both a resemblance to and a difference from a full 
language, is both clumsy and imprecise, but at least it opens up a space for a number of ideas. 

*** 

The positivist view of photography has remained dominant, despite its inadequacies, because no 
other view is possible unless one comes to terms with the revelational nature of appearances. All 
the best photographers worked by intuition. In terms of their work, this lack of theory did not 
matter much. What did matter is that the photographic possibility remained theoretically hidden. 

What is this possibility? 

The single constitutive choice of a photographer differs from the continuous and more random 
choices of someone who is looking. Every photographer knows that a photograph simplifies. The 
simplifications concern focus, tonality, depth, framing, supersession (what is photographed does 
not change), texture, colour, scale, the other senses (their influence on sight is excluded), the 
play of light. A photograph quotes from appearances but, in quoting, simplifies them. This 
simplification can increase their legibility. Everything depends upon the quality of the quotation 
chosen. 

The photograph of the man with the horse quotes very briefly. Kertesz's photograph outside 
Budapest railway station quotes at length. 

The "length" of the quotation has nothing to do with exposure time. It is not a temporal length. 
Earlier we saw that a photographer, through the choice of the instant photographed, may try to 
persuade the viewer to lend that instant a past and a future. Looking at the man with the horse, 
we have no clear idea of what has just happened or what is about to happen. Looking at the 
Kertesz, we can trace a story backwards for years and forwards for at least a few hours. This 
difference in the narrative range of the two images is important, yet although it may be closely 
associated with the "length" of the quotation, it does not in itself represent that length. It is 
necessary to repeat that the length of the quotation is in no sense a temporal length. It is not time 
that is prolonged but meaning. 

The photograph cuts across time and discloses a cross-section of the event or events which were 
developing at that instant. We have seen that the instantaneous tends to make meaning 
ambiguous. But the cross-section, if it is wide enough, and can be studied at leisure, allows us to 
see the interconnectedness and related coexistence of events. Correspondences, which 
ultimately derive from the unity of appearances, then compensate for the lack of sequence. 

This may become clearer if I express it in a diagrammatic, but necessarily highly schematic, way. 

In life it is an event's development in time, its duration, which allows its meaning to be perceived 
and felt. If one states this actively, one can say that the event moves towards or through meaning. 
This movement can be represented by an arrow.

Normally a photograph arrests this movement and cuts across the appearances of the event 
photographed. Its meaning becomes ambiguous.
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Only by the spectator's lending the frozen appearances a supposed past and future can the 
arrow's movement be hypothesised. Above I represented the photographic cut by a vertical line. 
If, however, one thinks of this cut as a cross-section of the event, one can represent it frontally, as 
it were, instead of from the side, as a circle. One then has a diagram like this

The diameter of the circle depends upon the amount of information to be found in the event's 
instantaneous appearances. The diameter (the amount of information received) may vary 
according to the spectator's personal relation to the photographed event. When the man with the 
horse is a stranger, the diameter remains small, the circle a very reduced one. When the same 
man is your son, the amount of information gleaned, and the diameter of the circle, increase 
dramatically. 

The exceptional photograph which quotes at length increases the diameter of the circle even 
when the subject is totally unknown to the spectator. 

This increase is achieved by the coherence of the appearances — as photographed at that 
precise conjuncture — extending the event beyond itself. The appearances of the event 
photographed implicate other events. It is the energy of these simultaneous connections and 
cross-references which enlarge the circle beyond the dimension of instantaneous information. 

Thus, the discontinuity which is the result of the photographic cut is no longer destructive, for in 
the photograph of the long quotation another kind of meaning has become possible. The 
particular event photographed implicates other events by way of an idea born of the appearances 
of the first event. This idea cannot be merely tautologous. (An image of a person weeping and the 
idea of suffering would be tautologous.) The idea, confronting the event, extends and joins it to 
other events, thus widening the diameter. 

How is it possible for appearances to "give birth" to ideas? Through their specific coherence at a 
given instant, they articulate a set of correspondences which provoke in the viewer a recognition 
of some past experience. This recognition may remain at the level of a tacit agreement with 
memory, or it may become conscious. When this happens, it is formulated as an idea. 

A photograph which achieves expressiveness thus works dialectically: it preserves the 
particularity of the event recorded, and it chooses an instant when the correspondences of those 
particular appearances articulate a general idea. 

In his Philosophy of Right7, Hegel defines individuality as follows: 

Every self-consciousness knows itself (1) as universal, as the potentiality of abstracting from 
everything determinate, and (2) as particular, with a determinate object, content and aim. Still, 
both these moments are, only abstractions; what is concrete and true (and everything true is 
concrete) is the universality which has the particular as its opposite, but the particular which 
by its reflection into itself has been equalised with the universal. This unity is individuality. 

In every expressive photograph, in every photograph which quotes at length, the particular, by 
way of a general idea, has been equalised with the universal. 

*** 
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A young man is asleep at the table in a public place, perhaps a café.8 The expression on his face, 
his character, the way the light and shade dissolve him and his clothes, his open shirt and the 

newspaper on the table, his health 
and his fatigue, the time of night: all 
these are visually present in this 
event and are particular. 

Emanating from the event and 
confronting it is the general idea. In 
this photograph the idea concerns 
legibility. Or, more precisely, the 
distinction, the stroke, between 
legibility/illegibility. 

Remove the newspapers on the table 
and on the wall behind the sleeping 
figure, and the photograph will no 
longer be expressive — until or 
unless what replaces them instigates 
another idea. 

The event instigates the idea. And the 
idea, confronting the event, urges it to 
go beyond itself and to represent the 
generalisation (what Hegel calls the 
abstraction) carried within the idea. 
We see a particular young man 
asleep. And seeing him, we ponder 
on sleep in general. Yet this 
pondering does not take us away 
from the particular; on the contrary, it 
has been instigated by it and 
everything we continue to read is in 
the interest of the particular. We think 
or feel or remember through the 

appearances recorded in the photograph, and with the idea of legibility/illegibility which was 
instigated by them. 

The print of the newspaper the young man was reading before he fell asleep, the print of the 
newspapers hanging on the wall, which we can almost read even from this distance — all written 
news, all written regulations and time-tables — have for him become temporarily unreadable. And 
at the same time, what is going on in his sleeping mind, the way he is recovering from his fatigue, 
are unreadable for us, or for anybody else who was waiting in the waiting-room. Two legibilities. 
Two illegibilities. The idea of the photograph oscillates (like his breathing) between the two poles. 

None of this was constructed or planned by Kertesz. His task was to be to that degree receptive 
to the coherence of appearances at that instant from that position in that place. The 
correspondences, which emerge from this coherence, are too extensive and too interwoven to 
enumerate in words. (One cannot take photographs with a dictionary.) Paper corresponds with 
cloth, with folds, with facial features, with print, with darkness, with sleep, with light, with legibility. 
In the quality of Kertesz's receptivity here, one sees how a photograph's intentionality becomes 
its strength, its lucidity.
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A young boy in 1917 playing in a field with a lamb.9 He is clearly aware of being photographed. 
He is both exuberant and innocent. 

What makes this photograph memorable? Why does it provoke memories in us? We, who are not 
Hungarian shepherd boys born before the First World War. It is not memorable, as most picture-
editors might assume, because the boy's expression and gestures are happy and charming. 
When isolated, photographed gestures and expressions become either mute or caricatural. Here, 
however, they are not isolated. They contain and are confronted by an idea. 

What we see of the lamb — what makes the animal instantly recognisable as a lamb — is the 
texture of its fleece: that very texture which the boy's hand is stroking and which has attracted 
him to play with the animal in the way he is. Simultaneously with the texture of the fleece, we 
notice — or the photograph insists that we notice — the texture of the stubble on which the boy is 
rolling and which he must feel through his shirt. 

The idea within the event, the idea to which Kertesz was here receptive, concerns the sense of 
touch. And how in childhood, everywhere, this sense of touch is especially acute. The photograph 
is lucid because it speaks, through an idea, to our fingertips, or to our memory of what our 
fingertips felt. 

Event and idea are naturally, actively connected. The photograph frames them, excluding 
everything else. A particular is being equalised with the universal. 

In "A Red Hussar Leaving" the idea concerns stillness. Everything is read as movement: the trees 
against the sky, the folds of their clothes, the scene of departure, the breeze that ruffles the 
baby's hair, the shadow of the trees, the woman's hair on her cheek, the angle at which the rifles 
are being carried. And within this flux, the idea of stillness is instigated by the look passing 
between the woman and the man. And the lucidity of this idea makes us ponder on the stillness 
which is born in every departure. 
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A pair of lovers are embracing on a park bench (or in a garden?).10 They are an urban middle-
class couple. They are probably unaware of being photographed. Or if they are aware, they have 
now almost forgotten the camera. They are discreet — as the conventions of their class would 
demand on any public occasion, with or without cameras — and yet, at the same time, desire (or 
the longing for desire) is making them (might make them) abandoned. Such is the not uncommon 
event. What makes it an uncommon photograph is that the special coherence of everything we 
see in it — the concealing screen of the hedge behind them, her gloves, the cuffs of their jackets 
with the same buttons on them, the movements of their hands, the touching of their noses, the 
darkness which marries their tailored clothes and the shade of the hedge, the light which 
illuminates leaves and skin — this coherence instigates the idea of the stroke dividing decorum/
desire, clothed/unclothed, occasion/privacy. And such a division is a universal adult experience.

Kertesz himself said: “The camera is my tool. Through it I give reason to everything around me.” 
It may be possible to construct a theory upon the specific photographic process of "giving a 
reason".

Let us summarise. Photographs quote from appearances. The taking out of the quotation 
produces a discontinuity, which is reflected in the ambiguity of a photograph's meaning. All 
photographed events are ambiguous, except to those whose personal relation to the event is 
such that their own lives supply the missing continuity. Usually, in public the ambiguity of 
photographs is hidden by the use of words which explain, less or more truthfully, the pictured 
events.

The expressive photograph — whose expressiveness can contain its ambiguity of meaning and 
"give reason" to it — is a long quotation from appearances: the length here to be measured not 
by time but by a greater extension of meaning. Such an extension is achieved by turning the 
photograph's discontinuity to advantage. The narration is broken. (We do not know why the young 
man asleep is waiting for a train, supposing that that is what he is doing.) Yet the very same 
discontinuity, by preserving an instantaneous set of appearances, allows us to read across them 
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and to find a synchronic coherence. A coherence which, instead of narrating, instigates ideas. 
Appearances have this coherent capacity because they constitute something approaching a 
language. I have referred to this as a half-language.

The half-language of appearances continually arouses an expectation of further meaning. We 
seek revelation with our eyes. In life this expectation is only rarely met. Photography confirms this 
expectation and confirms it in a way which can be shared (as we shared the reading of these 
photographs by Kertesz). In the expressive photograph, appearances cease to be oracular and 
become elucidatory. It is this confirmation which moves us. 

Apart from the event photographed, apart from the lucidity of the idea, we are moved by the 
photograph's fulfilment of an expectation which is intrinsic to the will to look. The camera 
completes the half-language of appearances and articulates an unmistakable meaning. When this 
happens we suddenly find ourselves at home amongst appearances, as we are at home in our 
mother tongue.

From: John Berger and Jean Mohr, Another Way of Telling, New York: Pantheon, 1982.
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