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ARTICLE

BEYOND THE DECISIVE MOMENT: 
LATENT SPACES AND SUSTAINED 
EXPOSURE IN PHOTOMEDIA

SONIA MANGIAPANE  

Abstract 
7UDGLWLRQDOO\��H[SRVXUH�WLPH�LQ�SKRWRJUDSK\�KDV�EHHQ�GHͤQHG�DV�WKH�WHPSRUDO�JDS�EHWZHHQ�

the shutter opening and closing, the time of the snapshot. This view presupposes that the only 

VLJQLͤFDQW�WLPH�WKDW�H[LVWV�ZLWKLQ�DQ�LPDJH�LV�WKH�PRPHQW�D�SKRWRJUDSK�LV�̴WDNHQ �̵�WKHUHE\�

failing to account for a wide range of temporal processes and concepts of time in photography 

that fall outside of this narrow timespan. Consequently, processes embodied in a photographic 

object—the time of the latent image, processing, editing, post-production and gazing, for 

example—have no temporal currency and are rendered theoretically invisible. Furthermore, the 

snapshot fails to account for nonrepresentational and cameraless photomedia processes in 

which a link to a camera shutter, let alone an ‘event’, is entirely absent.

 In this paper, I argue that such temporal—albeit often invisible—processes 

FRQWULEXWH� VLJQLͤFDQWO\� WR� WKH� time-space of a photograph or photographic image-

REMHFW�� )LUVWO\�� ,� LQWHUURJDWH� WKH� WKHRUHWLFDO� VLJQLͤFDQFH� RI� WKH� ODWHQW� LPDJH�� EXLOGLQJ�

upon Daniel Rubinstein’s theories of photographic durations through my own concept 

of ‘sustained exposure’. Rubinstein claims there are two temporal registers involved in 

image production: image capture and the latent image. Meanwhile, I propose and outline 

a further three temporal registers: time of post-production, time of the public gaze, and 

time of the dormant archive. Secondly, I explore how nonrepresentational subject matter 

in photography, and cameraless processes (à la Concrete Photography) in particular, 

draw time out over a continuum—the resulting image loses its indexical link to an event 

and starts to enter a metaphysical realm. Abstract and Concrete photography confronts 

audiences with a new kind of moment: one independent of chronological and historical 

time, which, through different forms of presentation, can connect to other timescales—

geological, cosmic, speculative and imagined.

Keywords: latent image, snapshot, duration, cameraless photography, process
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FOREWORD: a note on the terms ‘photography’ and ‘photomedia’
7KH�2('��2[IRUG�(QJOLVK�'LFWLRQDU\��GHͤQHV�D� ̴SKRWRJUDSK̵1 as: ‘a picture made 
using a camera in which an image is focused on to sensitive material and then 
made visible and permanent by chemical treatment; (later also) a picture made by 
focusing an image and then storing it digitally.’2�:KLOH�SUHYLRXV�GLFWLRQDU\�GHͤQL-
tions3 did not mandate the use of a camera, today the term ‘photography’ excludes 
a range of cameraless processes and media (as well as blurry photos) that have 
PDGH�� DQG� FRQWLQXH� WR�PDNH�� VLJQLͤFDQW� FRQWULEXWLRQV� WR� WKH� ͤHOG� RI� H[SDQGHG�
photography; or my preferred term, photomedia. 
� 3KRWRPHGLD�SUDFWLFHV�DUH�GHͤQHG�E\�WKHLU�XVH�RI�OLJKW�in combination with 
media rather than through the exclusive use of a camera. According to Jai McKen-
zie ‘[t]he photographic devices that fall under the term photomedia are as broad as 
the etymological scope of the words photographic and media.’4 For McKenzie this 
includes ‘photography, cinema, video, television, mobile phones, computers and 
photocopiers’,5 but also allows for the incorporation of other photosensitive me-
diums and cameraless processes—such as anthotypes, cyanotypes, chlorophyll 
prints, photograms, luminograms, lumen prints, collage and their many permuta-
tions. Taken further still, unscripted biological processes, like the tanning of skin6 
or photosynthesis for example, might also qualify. 
 Throughout this essay, I use the terms photography, photographer, photo-
graph, etc. to denote images made using a camera at some point throughout their 
production process. Terms such as photomedia, photo-object, image-object, etc. 
while encompassing the photographic, also make space for the incorporation of 
cameraless or hybrid processes. Thus, photomedia can be viewed as the umbrella 
term under which these other terms reside. 

INTRODUCTION
7UDGLWLRQDOO\��H[SRVXUH�WLPH�LQ�SKRWRJUDSK\�KDV�EHHQ�GHͤQHG�DV�WKH�WHPSRUDO�JDS�
between the shutter opening and closing, the time of the snapshot. Uriel Orlow 
maintains that ‘the photograph is thought to extract a moment from the flux of 
time [...] and thus to have no duration of its own.’7 Such a view presupposes that 
WKH�RQO\�VLJQLͤFDQW�WLPH�WKDW�H[LVWV�ZLWKLQ�D�SKRWRJUDSK�LV�WKH�PRPHQW�WKDW�LW�LV�
‘taken’, thereby failing to account for a wide range of temporal processes and con-
cepts of time in photography that fall outside of this narrow timespan. 
 Consequently, processes embodied in a photographic object—the time of 
the latent image, prototyping, processing, editing, post-production and looking, for 
example—have no temporal currency and are rendered theoretically invisible. Fur-
thermore, the snapshot fails to account for nonrepresentational and cameraless 
photo-based processes, in which a link to a camera shutter, let alone any singular 
‘event’, is entirely absent.
 In this paper, I argue that such temporal (albeit often invisible) processes 
FRQWULEXWH�VLJQLͤFDQWO\�WR�WKH�time-space of a photograph or photographic image-
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object. After a brief overview of Cartier-Bresson’s notion of the ‘decisive moment’, 
LQ� WKH�ͤUVW� VHFWLRQ� ,� LQWHUURJDWH� WKH� WKHRUHWLFDO� VLJQLͤFDQFH�RI� WKH� ODWHQW� LPDJH��
building upon Daniel Rubinstein’s theories of photographic durations through 
my own concept of ‘sustained exposure’. Rubinstein outlines two temporal reg-
isters involved in photographic image production: image capture and the time of 
the latent image. I propose a further three temporal registers: the time of post-
production, time of the public gaze and time of the dormant archive. I propose 
these additional registers because, although often overlooked, they make space 
for contemporary approaches to the medium which diverge from the photographic 
snapshot. 
 Finally, I explore how nonrepresentational subject matter in photography, 
and cameraless processes in particular, complicate photographic notions of time 
further, by drawing time out over a continuum—the resulting image loses its in-
dexical link to an event and starts to enter a metaphysical realm. Abstract and 
Concrete Photography confront audiences with a new kind of moment: one in-
dependent of chronological and historical time, which, through different forms of 
presentation, can connect to other timescales—geological, cosmic, speculative 
and imagined.
 In this essay, my frame of reference lies predominantly within the domain 
of photography, or photomedia, as art, focusing on its material—analogue or off-
screen—manifestations. I focus on the physical image-object that exists in space, 
whose timeline of artistic production and consumption is generally linear and se-
quential. I deliberately avoid photomedia’s digital and networked iterations for the 
most part, because they complicate and expand notions of time much further. As 
Rubinstein suggests, ‘[t]he time of the digital image is not the linear, chronological 
time of the photographic archive, but something much more fractal, simultaneous 
and recursive.’8 +HUH�ZH�HQFRXQWHU�PXOWLSOH��SRWHQWLDOO\�LQͤQLWH��FRQͤJXUDWLRQV�RI�
time; which, while certainly worthy of investigation, nonetheless extend beyond the 
scope of this particular paper. 

THE DECISIVE MOMENT
7KH�QRWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�RQO\�VLJQLͤFDQW�PRPHQW�RFFXUV�LQ�WKH�VQDSVKRW�SHUKDSV�VDZ�
its pinnacle in Henri Cartier-Bresson’s concept of the ‘decisive moment’, which he 
presented in his 1952 book of the same name.9 Featuring an introductory essay 
written by Cartier-Bresson himself, followed by 126 of his photographs, The Deci-
sive Moment has been enormously influential, contributing  to his iconic status in 
photojournalism and street photography circles. For Cartier-Bresson, ‘[p]hotogra-
SK\�LV�WKH�VLPXOWDQHRXV�UHFRJQLWLRQ��LQ�D�IUDFWLRQ�RI�D�VHFRQG��RI�WKH�VLJQLͤFDQFH�
of an event as well as of a precise organisation of forms which give that event its 
proper expression.’10 According to John Berger, ‘[t]he photographic moment for 
Cartier-Bresson is an instant, a fraction of a second, and he stalks that instant as 
though it were a wild animal.’11
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 Today, the notion of the ‘decisive moment’ feels decidedly outdated. As 
Sean O’Hagan remarks, it ‘no longer holds sway as it once did; staged photogra-
phy, conceptual strategies and digitally manipulated images have all but rendered 
it old-fashioned except to purists, photojournalists and street photographers’;12 to 
say nothing of how rapid developments in digital, networked and AI technologies 
contribute further to its redundancy. Furthermore, I contend that Cartier-Bresson’s 
view assumes that the only time that matters in a photograph is the moment it is 
taken, thereby excluding a host of temporal processes and concepts of time that 
fall outside of this narrow timespan. Although not all of these moments are vis-
ible, they nonetheless contribute to the time-space of an image-object. As Berger 
eloquently states, ‘[t]he true content of a photograph is invisible, for it derives from 
a play, not with form, but with time’;13 and the space for play is potentially limitless 
when we allow for a broader understanding of time. 
 It’s fair to say that those of us in the business of image-making are more 
likely preoccupied with (or at least aware of) the time embodied in the creative 
SURFHVV��EHFDXVH�ZH�H[SHULHQFH�WKDW�WLPH�ͤUVW�KDQG��$V�FUHDWRUV�ZH�SRVVHVV�DQ�
LQKHUHQW�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKDW�WKH�WRWDO�WLPH�RI�WKH�ͤQDO�SKRWRJUDSK�RU�SKRWR�REMHFW�
consists of a sequence of moments—including contemplation, image capture, de-
YHORSPHQW��HGLWLQJ��SRVW�SURGXFWLRQ��HWF�̱ZKLFK�FXOPLQDWHV� LQ� WKH�ͤQDO�DUWZRUN��
We know that without those preceding moments there would be no end result. 
7KH�ͤQLVKHG�SKRWR�REMHFW�always embodies more than it visually depicts, it is the 
sum of its parts. As creators, we participate in—are authors of—this time, until the 
work is deemed complete. We then pass the baton to a public (if we have the good 
fortune), or to no one (our work condemned to the proverbial shoebox). 

SECTION 1: Latent Spaces and Sustained Exposure
Unique to the apparatus of photography is the latent image: the invisible image 
embedded into a light-sensitive surface by exposure to light, made visible only 
after chemical processing and development.14 In ‘Graven Images’ (2019), Daniel 
5XELQVWHLQ�GHOYHV� LQWR�WKH�WKHRUHWLFDO�VLJQLͤFDQFH�DQG� LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI� WKH� ODWHQW�
image, drawing on the philosophies of Heidegger, Lyotard and Deleuze.15 Claim-
ing that it is generally overlooked in photography theory, he provides fascinating 
LQVLJKW��GHPRQVWUDWLQJ�KRZ�WKH�̴ODWHQW�LPDJH�UHFRQͤJXUHV�SKRWRJUDSK\̵V�UHODWLRQ-
ship with time’16 shifting it outside of chronological and historical time. Rubinstein 
suggests that two ‘temporal registers’ exist in photographic image production:17

1. The Event of Exposure
The moment a photograph is ‘taken’: the chronological time of image capture, 
generally marked by the opening and closing of a camera shutter, which links the 
image to the past. ‘It is the biological time of living bodies and ticking clocks in 
which the image carries a time stamp of the past that marks its place along the 
straight line that stretches between the past and the future.’18 This is the time that 
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gets all the credit in photography; time attributed to the photographer, the Artist. At 
shorter durations it is the time of the handheld snapshot, of the ‘decisive moment’; 
at extended durations, the long-exposure photograph. 

2. The Latent Image or Latent Light-space
After a photograph is taken (or other photosensitive substrate has been exposed 
to light under controlled conditions), a period of time elapses during which the 
LPDJH�KDV�EHHQ� UHFRUGHG� WR�ͤOP�� RU� SKRWRVHQVLWLYH�SDSHU�� EXW� OHDYHV�QR� YLVLEOH�
impression. The time of the latent image for Rubinstein is ‘the time of the event, 
the “now” which is outside of representation’.19 It is ‘the invisible, intangible ex-
posure, which is motionless, where nothing ever happens, time of stasis and of 
surfaces without depth’.20 It ‘is the “now” that is neither form, nor content, but it is 
not without duration.’21 I refer to this temporal register as the latent light-space of 
the image. The time of the latent image ends when a visible image is revealed—in 
the form of a negative or positive transparency; or the format of a readable digital 
image e.g. raw, JPEG, TIFF, PSD, etc. 
 Generally, this temporal register is thought to only occur in analogue pho-
tography. Even though the time of latency in digital photography does exist, it takes 
place at machine speed, hidden behind black box processes, its time shaped by net-
work and data transfer rates: MB/s, Mbps, Gbps. The latent light-space of the digital 
image is elusive and ephemeral, so fast as to be virtually imperceptible: a preview of 
the captured image is available almost instantly on our camera displays. 
 For some photographic images, their time ends here—either edited out, 
discarded or forgotten, banished to the dormant archive (as I will discuss later). 
Yet, for those photographs we deem worthy of further development, in many ways 
their time is only just beginning. 
 Rubinstein is careful to focus attention on the temporal registers of ana-
logue photographic—that is camera-based—image production. But what happens 
if we expand this idea further, giving equal weight to the time of image post-pro-
duction and subsequent public consumption, encountering other latent temporal 
spaces along the way? Owing to the proliferation of digital and rapidly developing 
AI technologies, and the countless cross- and interdisciplinary possibilities of the 
medium, contemporary notions of the photographic are being increasingly chal-
lenged. Therefore, I believe we must take a broader view, by shifting emphasis 
away from the monopoly that the camera has over the medium and returning to 
the etymological origins of the term photo-graphy—which translates literally as 
light-writing.22 This repositioning creates space for new temporal and spatial ex-
plorations in photomedia, as well as alternative approaches to works on photo-
sensitive surfaces. However, such a theoretical undertaking requires a shift in how 
we approach the content of photography—we must view ‘[t]he capture of light as 
only a starting point, and a photograph [...] not so much a record of an event as the 
accumulation of interventions.’23
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 I suggest that there are in fact a further three temporal registers in pho-
tographic image production. I propose these additional registers because a) they 
are often disregarded, rendered theoretically invisible, and b) acknowledging them 
makes space for conceptual and technical approaches to the medium which di-
verge from the photographic snapshot. A survey of photographic time remains 
incomplete without acknowledging their contribution.

3. The Period of Post-production or Latent Time-space
This temporal register involves the work carried out on a developed photographic 
LPDJH��RQ� LWV�ZD\�WR�ͤQGLQJ�PDWHULDO�H[SUHVVLRQ��D�SKRWRJUDSKLF�SULQW�RU�SKRWR�
object. I refer to this temporal register as the latent time-space, as this time is 
invisible to the public; yet the process of making has a duration which is embodied 
LQ�WKH�ͤQDO�DUWZRUN��
 This is the unacknowledged time that takes place in the photographic lab-
oratory; be it the analogue darkroom or digital LightroomTM. It is the mostly un-
credited labour—which involves retouching, printing, framing, mounting and other 
experimental interventions—carried out by a craftsperson, technician or the artist 
themselves. 
 When the original photographic image depicts representational subject 
matter, the aim of post-production is to serve the represented content of the im-
age, maintaining the primacy of the action that occurred in front of the camera 
during the event of exposure. The fact that this temporal register is often over-
looked is understandable, because if the post-production technician is carrying 
out their task well, their work should be undetectable. However, works that un-
dergo major interventions and integral changes from the original photograph at 
the post-production stage sever the photograph’s temporal link to the event of 
in-camera exposure more dramatically. Such interventions might include collage, 
photomontage, introduction of other media or other cameraless disruptions. 

4. The Public Gaze or ‘Time of Consumption’24

This fourth temporal register involves the gaze of others upon the completed im-
age-object: ‘the time-consuming act of looking’,25 which is not unique to photome-
GLD��WDNLQJ�SODFH�ZKHQHYHU�ZH�FRQWHPSODWH�DQ\�ZRUN�RI�DUW��3HWHU�:ROOHQ�GHͤQHV�
WKH�PRPHQW�RI�ORRNLQJ�DV�̴WKH�VSHFWDWRU̵V�̸QRZ̵̹ �ZKLFK�̴KDV�QR�ͤ[HG�GXUDWLRQ��,W�
can be extended as long as fascination lasts and endlessly reiterated as long as 
curiosity returns.’26

Once again, it is Rubinstein that breaks down the act of looking: 

When I look at a photograph I exist at an intersection: 1. I am fascinated by the con-
tent of the image, whether shocking, entertaining or arousing. 2. I am associating 
the spatial-motor-temporal dimensions of my world to the photograph, recognising 
LW�DV�VLWXDWHG�LQ�D�VSHFLͤF�FKURQRORJLFDO�DQG�JHRJUDSKLFDO�UHODWLRQ�WR�P\VHOI�����,�DP�
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also at the same time daydreaming, fantasising or thinking in ways that are only 

partially (if at all) triggered by the event of looking [at] a photograph.27

A threshold is crossed upon entering this temporal register—the time of the public 
gaze is no longer at the hands of the creator or the photographic apparatus, relin-
quished instead to the gaze of others. The act of looking is an embodied experi-
ence of time that occurs outside of the artwork and within the viewer. 

5. The Dormant Archive
Even those photographs that have the good fortune of gracing a museum or gal-
lery wall, many will inevitably spend time in storage, fluctuating between archived 
DQG�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�VWDWHV��7KHQ��WKHUH�DUH�WKRVH�ͤQLVKHG�SLHFHV�WKDW�DUH�never made 
public. The dormant archive also consists of those photographs that don’t make 
the cut, either discarded at an earlier stage (after the second temporal register), or 
those killed darlings that are abandoned later. 
 By subscribing to Rubinstein’s thesis28 that the invisible latent image has 
a duration worthy of photographic theory, then the period of time a photograph 
simply is, even if hidden from public view, must also contribute to its time. The 
time of an image-object that nobody gazes upon (the time of the dormant archive) 
could be considered a second iteration of the latent time-space—as with the pe-
riod of post-production, it has a duration but is invisible to the public. This time is 
VLJQLͤFDQW�EHFDXVH��DOWKRXJK�QRW�VWULFWO\�SDUW�RI�WKH�LPDJH�SURGXFWLRQ�SURFHVV��LW�
contributes to the photographic artwork’s production of meaning. Should these 
photographs see the light of day in the future, this inert time will situate the work in 
an historical or canonical context. 
 The photographic archive takes a plethora of forms—contact sheets of 
images, family albums, artists’ archives, historical documentary evidence, image 
databases, museum collections preserved in cold storage vaults, or photographic 
systems of taxonomy which later become indices of prejudice, providing evidence 
of colonialism or crimes against humanity; the list goes on. Each photographic 
DUFKLYH�KDV�LWV�RZQ�VSHFLͤFLW\��ZKLFK�LV�UHGHͤQHG�DQG�UHFRQWH[WXDOLVHG��RIIHULQJ�D�
new reading whenever it re-emerges. 
 A recent example can be seen in the work of Vivian Maier, whose photog-
raphy only came to light after her death in 2009. Up until that point they had sat 
inert in a storage depot, crammed into suitcases which were eventually sold off 
at auction.29 The latent time-space of Maier’s photographs—the many years her 
negatives were hidden from view, ‘undiscovered’—had an effect on the subsequent 
reading of her work and life. 
 The archive also provides a rich resource for artists working with found 
photography, who rummage through collections of vernacular photographs in or-
der to repurpose them for new creative projects. 
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The above outlined temporal registers of the photograph make up the objective time 
that the material object is, progressing in a more or less linear fashion (Figure 1). 
This approach has its precedent in Jean-François Lyotard’s ‘sites of time’ (1984), 
which, although applied to painting, are easily applicable to photomedia. Lyotard 
believes:

A distinction should be made between the time it takes the painter to paint the 
picture (time of ‘production’), the time required to look at and understand the work 
(time of ‘consumption’), the time to which the work refers (a moment, a scene, a 
situation, a sequence of events: the time of the diegetic referent, of the story told 
by the picture), the time it takes to reach the viewer once it has been created (the 
WLPH�RI�FLUFXODWLRQ��DQG�ͤQDOO\��SHUKDSV��WKH�WLPH�WKH�SDLQWLQJ�is.30

However, a survey of the time of the photograph would not be complete without 
PHQWLRQLQJ�WKH�WLPH�WKDW�WKH�ͤQDO�ZRUN�evokes; as well as its phenomenological 
time. According to Susana S. Martins ‘[a] particular picture can actually be shot in 
a precise moment of a given day, in a concrete year, but visually allude to another 
temporal moment or even evoke a certain “eternal” time, solid and almost sur-
passing temporality itself.’31 Such experiences of time are still embodied—they are 
experienced in the body of the viewer—as different modes of time.
 These more abstract temporal concepts can fall into a number of categories: 

1. Referential: the photograph refers to a time in the past, regardless of whether 

the photograph was made in the period it evokes. e.g. a sepia-toned analogue pho-

tograph of people in period dress evokes a bygone era, even if produced recently. 

2. Expansive: the subject matter of the photograph evokes a timescale outside of 

human biological time. For example, a processed image from the James Webb 

Space Telescope, or an abstract photograph that simulates a space-scape, alludes 

Figure 1. 
Timeline of sustained exposure in 
photography
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to a cosmic timescale; or, an image of a fossil or the Earth’s strata alludes to a 

geological timescale.

3. Subjective: a person contemplates a photograph situated in front of them. Their 

gaze engages the photograph for thirty seconds; however, for them it felt as though 

minutes had in fact passed. Here we encounter a mismatch between the objective 

time of looking and the viewer’s subjective experience of that same duration. This 

feeling of time is what Henri Bergson referred to as la durée: described by Matyáš 

Moravec as ‘the time of our inner subjective experience. This is time felt, lived, and 

acted.’32

4. Speculative: The content of a photograph might present a vision of an imagined 

past or future. In Laurie Anderson’s words these could be the ‘stories about time 

[...] that [speculate] about how we got here and where we’re going; from the deep-

est past to the apocalyptic future.’33

5. Unbound: a photograph might evoke something that surpasses all traditional 

concepts of time. This is time unbound, expansive, sublime time; taking us into 

timeless (i.e. eternal), even atemporal (i.e. without time) dimensions. 

SECTION 2: Phenomenological Time of Abstract and Concrete Photomedia
While representational photographs are almost always anchored to historical time 
through the event of in-camera exposure, nonobjective photomedia—as found in 
abstract and Concrete Photography—evoke more fluid experiences of time, trans-
porting us into the realm of dreams and imagination. As Lyle Rexer states: ‘The 
DEVWUDFW�SKRWRJUDSK�VLJQLͤHV�QRW�WKH�JLYHQ�EXW�WKH�SRVVLEOH�̵34

 Here we are very far away indeed from the snapshot—that ‘frozen gestalt 
that conveys very little [...] of the fluency of things happening in real life’.35 Ab-
VWUDFW�SKRWRJUDSK\� IDOOV�XQGHU� WKH�GHͤQLWLRQ�RI�ZKDW�7KLHUU\�GH�'XYH�FDOOV� time 
exposure—a picture or ‘autonomous representation’ which ‘ceases to refer to the 
particular event from which it was drawn.’36 For me, the distinction between snap-
shot and time exposure is highlighted most clearly in representational versus non-
representational subject matter. 
� 5HSUHVHQWDWLRQDO� SKRWRJUDSKV� JHQHUDOO\� UHIHU� WR� D� VSHFLͤF� PRPHQW� RU�
event; whereas, through abstraction and concretion in photomedia, time is drawn 
out over a continuum, the resulting image loses its indexical link to an event and 
starts to enter a metaphysical realm. No single instant is represented: it is the 
presentation of a new kind of moment, one independent of chronological and his-
torical time, which, through different forms of presentation, can connect to other 
timescales, as outlined in the previous section. 
 Abstract photography maintains a link, however tenuous, to objective 
time through the event of in-camera exposure, as the light from external reality 
inscribes itself onto a photosensitive substrate or sensor. But what happens to the 
time of the image if there is no event of exposure to link the image to an in-camera 
HYHQW"�+RZ�FDQ� LGHDV�RI� WLPH�DQG�SKRWRJUDSK\�EH� UHFRQͤJXUHG� WR� LQFRUSRUDWH�
experimental interventions and cameraless photomedia processes?
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� &RQFUHWH� 3KRWRJUDSK\�ZDV� ͤUVW� LQWURGXFHG� DV� D� WHUP� DURXQG� ������ DO-
though its history can be traced to photography’s beginnings. Its works place em-
phasis on the expression of the medium itself—often through the interplay of light, 
photosensitive paper and chemical processes—forgoing any reference to external 
VLJQLͤHUV�DOWRJHWKHU�37 Its theories and establishment as a subgenre of photog-
raphy and Concrete Art is due, in large part, to the efforts of Gottfried Jäger: a 
German artist, educator, curator and theorist who has expounded its principles 
through his writing and publishing activities, as well as his own artistic output. 
 Concrete Photography works must be non-objective and self-referential 
to the apparatuses of photomedia, bear no relation to objective reality, and light 
should appear as an ‘independent and self-referential, characteristic element’38 of 
the work. Jäger is interested in the mechanical aspects of the apparatuses and 
processes of photomedia, and in his view, any metaphysical or emotional readings 
of the work are purely incidental. Jäger insists that Concrete Photography works 
are ‘pure photography: not abstractions of the real world, but rather concretions of 
the pictorial possibilities contained within photography.’39 
 The distinction between abstraction and concretion as ‘different modes 
of perception and representation’40 is central here. While abstraction starts from 
D�VLWXDWLRQ�RI�FRPSOH[LW\��LW�VLPSOLͤHV�RU�PLQLPLVHV�deductively to achieve an ab-
stract result. Figure 2 and Figure 3 are examples of photographic abstractions, as 
they simplify or distort, yet still represent, elements from objective reality.
 In contrast, ‘concretion’ is an inductive process; it starts from an invisible 
idea that manifests into a presentation of that idea, employing media that makes 
no reference to anything outside of itself. Essentially, Concrete photomedia works 

Figure 2. [left]
Sonia Mangiapane, Up in the Air, 2020; 
from the series Ambient, Aberrant. 
C-print (photograph). 90 x 76 cm

Figure 3. [right]
Sonia Mangiapane, Sliver, 2021; 
from the series Ambient, Aberrant. 
C-print (photograph with darkroom 
intervention). 90 x 76 cm
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‘are not represented, but presented, not reproduced, but produced.’41 Although the 
use of a camera is not prohibited per se—the works of Heinrich Heidersberger and 
Peter Keetman, for example, used a camera to capture the light traces of mechani-
cal light pendulums—it is cameraless photomedia processes in particular—such as 
photograms, luminograms, chemigrams, light drawings and cliché-verre42—which 
flourish under the term. The luminograms in Figure 4 and Figure 5 are examples of 
concretion: prints produced entirely in the darkroom using light and photosensitive 
paper. 

Figure 4. [left]
Sonia Mangiapane, untitled, 2019; from 

the series Faux Topographies. C-print 
(luminogram). 18 x 13 cm

Figure 5. [right]
Sonia Mangiapane, untitled, 2019; from 

the series Faux Topographies. C-print 
(luminogram). 18 x 13 cm

 Cameraless photomedia practices remind us of the constructed nature of 
photography and its intrinsic link to light. By redirecting our attention to the artwork 
as object, Concrete Photography reinstates the central role of light in photomedia; 
it is photography as light-writing. Cameraless photo-based processes complicate 
the time of the image because they contain no temporal link to the event of in-
camera exposure. If the time of the cameraless Concrete image cannot be tied to 
a camera shutter, then which ‘event’ during its creation holds the most currency?
 The notion that photography can be used as an impressionistic rather than 
documentary tool is not a new one. In the absence of discernible subject matter 
in a photo-object, the viewer must reflect on the maker’s production process and 
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contemplate the artwork as an object. Freed from representation, abstract and 
Concrete imagery expands our focus from the objective and rational to more sub-
jective and poetic spheres. 
 Cameraless methods have been a steadfast feature of photography since 
the advent of the medium; famous early examples include the cyanotypes of Anna 
Atkins, and Man Ray’s and László Moholy-Nagy’s photograms. There are many 
contemporary photomedia artists who choose to forgo use of the photographic 
apparatus, preferring instead to incorporate light as a raw material into their work. 
Recent initiatives like Tied to Light,43 a collective and online platform founded by 
UK-based artists Anna Luk and Lucy Kane, and Barcelona’s annual Experimental 
Photofestival44 provide a platform for such artists. 
 For experimental photomedia artists the time of production/post-produc-
tion is, in many ways, the main event of their practice; the resulting artwork merely 
a remnant of their production process. By approaching photomedia as a performa-
tive and productive process, we disperse the ‘event’ of the image over an expanded 
and fluid timeline. The process itself becomes central to the practice, over and 
DERYH�WKH�ͤQLVKHG�REMHFW��2XU�WHUPV�RI�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�ZRUN�FKDQJHV̱SKR-
tography shifts from a mode of representation towards a mode of performativity.45 
This conceptual framing challenges the photography-as-representation ethos of 
conventional photographic practices.

Conclusion
In this paper I have attempted to chart a range of temporal events and concepts of 
time in photography and photomedia, in an effort to attribute equal temporal value 
to the many ‘moments’ that take place outside of the camera. 
 I have outlined two broad temporal groupings in photomedia image pro-
GXFWLRQ��7KH�ͤUVW� LQYROYHV� WKH�process of photography—that is the material se-
quence of actions that occur along a chronological, linear and objective timeline. 
These include the temporal registers involved in image production, subsequent 
public consumption and inactive archival states. The second grouping involves 
more subjective and phenomenological concepts of photographic time—a much 
vaster temporal dimension limited only by our imaginations. This includes the 
viewer’s experience of time while contemplating a photomedia object, as well as 
a range of concepts of time evoked by the artwork itself. Through the example of 
Concrete Photography, I have also investigated how cameraless photomedia chal-
lenges traditional notions of photographic time, which were established with the 
advent of the snapshot and the ‘decisive moment’. I have argued for a reading of 
photographic time which no longer privileges the event of in-camera exposure. 
 I concede that much of my research draws on Anglo- and Eurocentric 
scholarship and concepts of time. I acknowledge that other voices ought to be 
DPSOLͤHG� LQ�WKLV�FULWLFDO�GLVFXVVLRQ̱YRLFHV�RI�PDNHUV�DQG�WKLQNHUV� ,�KDYH�HLWKHU�
not encountered in my research, or those whose contributions did not overlap suf-
ͤFLHQWO\�ZLWK�P\�VSHFLͤF�UHVHDUFK�LQWHUHVWV��DQG�ͤQDOO\��WKRVH�ZKR�ODFN�WKH�PHDQV�
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WR�GLVVHPLQDWH�WKHLU�LGHDV�LQ�WKH�ͤUVW�SODFH��$V�VXFK��WKLV�VXUYH\�RI�SKRWRJUDSKLF�
time makes no claim to being exhaustive. However, by taking a discursive ap-
proach, I seek to invite different, non-Western conceptions of time which challenge 
Eurocentric norms. 
  Recent practices and theoretical approaches have problematised the no-
tions of time that ruled the discourse of photography since its inception, shaking 
photography free. Perhaps the main conclusion to be drawn is that the time of the 
photograph is complicated—indeterminate, unstable, open to interpretation; and, 
for this artist/writer at least, therein lies its magic. 
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