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to photography, on which film is totally dependent—and which it constantly violates. ‘I liked,’ writes Roland Barthes in Camera Lucida, ‘Photography in opposition to the Cinema, from which I nonetheless failed to separate it’ (Barthes 1982a:3, original emphasis). In the terms of G.E. Lessing’s classic aesthetic study Laokoon (1766), still photography—like the art of painting, which Lessing distinguishes from poetry—is a ‘spatial’ art form. In a photograph the elements exist simultaneously in space, whereas filmic elements reveal themselves to us sequentially. What characterizes film is this chaining of successive images, in which film’s temporal dimension is superimposed on the spatial dimension in the photograph.


The special relationship between film and photograph has led such different film theorists as Rudolf Arnheim, George Buestone, André Bazin, and Siegfried Kracauer to study film on the basis of its spatial and photographic elements. For a film theorist such as Sergei Eisenstein, on the other hand, time (succession) is primary in film. If one places emphasis on this temporal dimension, the linguistic and narrative aspects of film become absolutely central. As Gerald Mast puts it:

Because cinema is a sequential process, it demands comparison with that other sequential human process which serves the purpose of either communication or art—namely, language. Just as verbal (or linguistic) structures can produce communication between a speaker and a listener, as well as works of art (novels, poems, and plays), the cinema can both communicate information and create works of art. The ‘listener’ (audience) can understand the statement of the ‘speaker’ (the film’s director, producer, writer, narrator, or whoever). (Mast 1983:11)

If we link film communication to linguistic communication in this way, with the French semiologist Christian  Metz we can answer the question of what film communication is as follows: film is a complex system of successive, encoded signs (Metz 1974). ‘Semiology’ (or semiotics) means the study of signs, and the word is apt since film, while being a form of language, is a hybrid form in which the visual aspect dominates the verbal, and in which the signs become meaningful not only by virtue of themselves (whether they be spatial, temporal, or objects), but also through the film context into which they fit. Semiotics represents perhaps the most important theoretical point of contact between linguistic/literary studies and film. Yet interestingly, as Mast among others has pointed out, an influential semiotically oriented film theorist such as Metz is extremely cautious about drawing analogies between film and verbal language.

First, Metz reminds us, there is nothing in film that corresponds to the word (or morpheme, the smallest unit of meaning) in verbal language. The closest we get to the verbal-language notion of word in film is not the frame but the shot, i.e. ‘one uninterrupted image with a single static or mobile framing’ (Bordwell and Thompson 1997: 481). Metz finds that such a camera shot is at least as complex as a sentence, perhaps a paragraph. The minimal, indivisible unit in film is not ‘horse’ but ‘Over there is a horse’—and then almost inevitably at the same time—‘that is jumping’, ‘that is white’, ‘by the tree’, and so forth. Second, Metz emphasizes that compared with verbal language film is a ‘language’ without a code. In verbal language we understand immediately what ‘horse’ means. The content of a camera shot is not fixed in the same way, but may on the contrary vary to the point of infinity. Thus, Metz argues, effective camera shots are complicated and original tropes, which work on the viewer through their kinetic energy (i.e. through the impression made on our senses) and through chaining with other filmic images.


Discussions (and conclusions) concerning film communication are easily marked by whichever aspect one chooses to emphasize within the enormous register of functions that film possesses. Many film theorists have seen a parallel between film and music and have found that film, like music, works through atmosphere, resonance, and rhythm. Since film is unique when it comes to reflecting the external, real world, one may maintain that the greatest (utilitarian) value of film lies here—something which perhaps makes one consider the documentary film as more important than the fiction film. But since film (through directors such as Luis Buñuel and Alain Resnais) may represent the unreal and logically impossible, one may equally claim that film is best suited to showing, for instance, dreams and fantasies. Finally, one may believe that the task of film is to combine as many as possible of the elements in the uniquely varied repertoire of functions that the medium possesses.

To sum up: on the basis of these brief comments we can state that although film communication clearly has points of contact with verbal communication, the film medium is very different from the verbal form of communication we meet in narrative texts. As I now proceed to present the narrative communication model, I must therefore stress that it refers to verbal language and not to film. On the other hand, although the forms of communication vary, film also communicates; and the differences between the ways in which these art forms operate can be just as critically interesting as their similarities.

