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On his CD-ROM ‘Immemory’ Chris Marker relates how, as a seven-year-old, he was 

marked by the close-up of the actress Simone Genevois in Marc de Gastyne’s ‘La 

Merveilleuse Vie de Jeanne d’Arc’ (1928). He writes:

‘It is this image which taught a seven-year-old child how a face filling the   

screen was all of a sudden the most precious thing in the world, something which 

didn’t stop to come back, which entered all moments of life; telling oneself its name 

and describing its traits became the most urgent and delightful occupation, in one 

word, describing to oneself what love was. The deciphering of these strange 

symptoms came later, at the same time as the discovery of cinema [...] I was 

completely unprepared for the shock of this face, which was enlarged to the size of 

a house [...] This is surely why I always feel a little aggressive towards the use of the 

name ‘cinema’ with regard to films watched on television. Godard expressed it well: 

the cinema is that which is larger than us, which we look up to. Passing to a smaller 

object which we look down on, cinema loses its essence. One can [still] be touched by 

the trace which it [i.e. the cinema] leaves behind, by this memory-portrait, looked at 

like a photograph of a loved one; one can see on the television the shadow of a film, 

the regret of a film, nostalgia, the echo of a film, but never a film.’1

Jacques Aumont, in his book on the face in cinema, suggests that, with the use of 

close-ups of the face in the silent movies in the 1920s, cinema for the first time enters 

the truly cinematic; not in terms of its status – moving images had of course existed 

before – but rather in terms of its powers. With the close-up, silent cinema began to 

realise its potential as a medium. This means that perhaps for the first time cinema 

was freed from both the constraints of the photographic real and cinematic 

movement which up to that point had been considered the main factor that made 

cinema different from photography. Jacques Aumont writes: ‘the close-up is a factor 

of perceptive and psychic proximity, it fully deserves its old name of “first shot” 

[premier plan].’2 Aumont stresses that the close-up of the face in silent movies was 

not the invention of a new use of the cinematic apparatus but rather, more radically, 

the invention of a new concept. It was indeed the first to merit this attribute in the 

short history of cinema.3 The image of the face in silent cinema was the source of 

all exaltations, enthusiasms, fears, nostalgias and hopes. And up to the present, the 

close-up of the face in both film and artists’ videos does not just represent an affect 

narratively or pictorially (i.e. indexically or iconically as a photographic face would) 

but rather is able to show these affects as states in their own right. The image of the 

face can be considered not just as a representation of an affect, but as an affect itself. 

For Deleuze the close-up of the face – and he repeatedly insists that every close-up is 

in some way a close-up of the face – takes its definition from the face itself.4 The face 

is that part of the body which sacrifices most of its motor functions and mobility in 

order to become a support for organs of reception. While there is no extensive 

movement of the face (i.e. movement that ‘goes out’, like that of the extremities, part 

of an action-reaction paradigm), movement is not lost altogether, but is present as 

the intense movement of expression. Even though it is unable to effect actual 

movement, the face nevertheless has an inherent tendency towards movement; it is 

full of so-called micro-movements, ranging from the blinking of the eyes, the 

moving mouth, the frowning forehead, to a great number of less local movements 

which make all expressive movements possible. (Facial ticks could be seen as an 

extreme form of these micro-movements.) What is important is that these micro-

movements occur on a facial surface which itself is still, this is the mask or screen 

aspect of the face. Like the face itself, the close-up of the face can be described as 

a combination of a facial outline (the mask aspect of the face) and facial features 

(the expressiveness of the face). So the close-up can be defined by these two poles: a 

reflecting immobile unity (an immobilised plate of nerve: the screen) and intensive 

expressive micro-movements (the motor tendency of every sensitive nerve, on every 

screen), or in other words: a particular kind of stillness and a particular kind of 

movement. And this is why the face is crucial in the discussion of movement and 

stillness in and of the image; the face allows us to zoom into the opposition of 

stillness and movement, to that zone, namely, where immobility and motion can no 

longer be differentiated because they are extremes which overlap.

Stillness and movement are not different in kind but only in degree; that is, immo-

bility is not the opposite of movement but merely the zero degree of movement. 

Movement is actually at the very heart of stillness in the form of corresponding 

micro-movements which neutralise each other and thus produce the illusion of im-

mobility. Bergson illustrated this point repeatedly in the simile of two trains which 

move at the same speed and travel very closely along parallel tracks: passengers in 

any one train looking out of the window at the other train will have the impression 

that neither they nor the passengers opposite are in movement. The freeze-frame or 

filmed photograph in film and video works can be understood in the same way. By 

repeating the same frame rather than linking it to the next, the images look immobile, 

motionless (at least to a certain extent).5 Cinematic movement is often talked about 

as producing an illusion of movement, by way of a succession of frames which pass in 

front of the projector lens at a speed which is too fast to be discerned by the human 

eye. The freeze frame then exposes the illusion of the illusion of movement. To be 

sure, the photogram, the still image in cinema (or video for that matter) is funda-

mentally no less in motion than the moving image and thus undermines the very 

opposition between movement and immobility. Deleuze describes such photogram-

matic montage as flickering montage: ‘the extraction of the photogram beyond the 

intermediate image, and of vibration beyond movement.’6 So, almost paradoxically, 

the apparently still image in film or video produces a photogram which exposes the 

core of cinematic movement. It pushes movement itself beyond its limits, towards a  
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zero degree of movement, into a zone of infinitesimal vibration. In cinema, in 

particular, the freeze-frame is still subject to a slight flickering, a slight vibration of 

the image produced by the projector. 

On this level the difference between stillness and motion is so slight, so minute that it 

is almost beyond measure and thus appears negligible. Yet the tiniest of movements, 

the slightest of vibrations of the image has a huge, immeasurable impact, not least on 

the way we perceive its medium-specificity. The minimal, almost imperceptible 

vibration which accompanies the photogram in film changes its photographic nature 

and catapults it into the cinematic, makes of it a moving image. The minute but 

crucial difference produced by the photogrammatic can be thought of (as Deleuze 

does) in terms of the clinamen, which is described by Lucretius in On the Nature of 

Things, like this: ‘Sometimes, at uncertain times and places, the eternal, universal fall 

of the atoms is disturbed by a very slight deviation, the clinamen.’ He insists that ‘if 

it were not for this swerve, everything would fall downwards like rain-drops through 

the abyss of space. No collision would take place and no impact of atom on atom 

would be created. Thus nature would never have created anything.’7 The clinamen 

and the Epicurean/Lucretian indeterminism of matter it implies have long been 

rejected by science’s deterministic efforts. However, more recent developments in 

physics and the study of fluid flow have focused on the turbulence that can occur in 

a fluid once a certain flow rate or flux has been reached. The Nobel prize-winning 

physicist Ilya Prigogine writes with Isabelle Stengers in Order out of Chaos: 

‘The clinamen, this spontaneous, unpredictable deviation, has often been criticised 

as one of the main weaknesses of Lucretian physics, as being something introduced 

ad hoc. In fact, the contrary is true –  the clinamen attempts to explain events such 

as laminar flow ceasing to be stable and spontaneously turning into turbulent flow. 

Today hydrodynamic experts test the stability of fluid flow by introducing a perturba-

tion that expresses the effect of molecular disorder added to the average flow. We are 

not so far from the clinamen of Lucretius!’8

In Lucretian physics the clinamen, this indeterminable, uncaused and ever so slight 

deviation in any given system, produces a turbulence, a vortex which gives rise to the 

unexpected and is thus the condition for the new. The famous butterfly effect coined 

by the meteorologist Edward Lorenz also comes to mind: He asked in a lecture given 

in 1972 whether the batting of the wing of a butterfly in Brazil can trigger a tornado in 

Texas.9   

If the apparently still image in cinema or video is a deviation, however slight, which is 

at the heart of, or indeed on the brink of any linear movement, then the photogram-

matic exactly makes this visible as image. For, the projection of a still image, through 

its apparent immobility, allows for the slight vibration, the slight swerving which 

is part of every image in cinema, to become visible. Indeed, it is this clinamen, this 

vibration or deviation from normal movement, whether that movement produces a 

still or a moving image, which is the differential of the moving image, or what could 

be termed the cinematic (as opposed to the photographic): The power to variate or 

deviate from normal movement is not specific to cinema alone, but also pertains to 

video. This could be considered the true conceptual invention of the moving image. 

Photography had already invented the any-instant-whatever, the snapshot, the im-

age taken in a fraction of a second, and photography already embodies the potential 

re-assemblage, or re-animation of any-instant-whatevers. The so-called animation of 

the photograph in cinema or video by means of a succession of photograms projected 

at the same speed as they were recorded can be compared with Lucretius’s stable fall 

of atoms or any stable system of laminar flow. In this kind of system, movement and 

stillness are not fundamentally different. It is only when deviation is introduced that 

things can change and indeed that movement itself becomes visible. The potential 

of a slight swerving of the image, or a minute change in the image itself, becomes its 

differential aspect: the power to change the quality of movement and thus the image 

itself. To be sure, this differential aspect of the moving image has been asserting 

itself ever since the very earliest experiments of proto-cinema. The flip-book already 

empowers its images to be watched in faster or slower succession and allows the 

animation to be stopped. Indeed, only when nearing the zero degree of movement, 

when movement and stillness are so close together that their difference in degree (of 

motion) dissolves can a difference in kind become conceivable, namely that of the 

potential of deviation from regulated movement and the notion of linear time implied 

by it. 
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Notes

 1 Chris Marker, Immemory (Paris: Centre Pompidou, 1997).

 2 Jacques Aumont, Du visage au cinéma (Paris: Cahiers du cinéma, 1992), p. 95.

 3 Aumont, Du visage au cinéma, p. 78. 

 4 Every close-up is what he calls ‘faceified’, i.e. displays the two poles of the face that 

are discussed below. See Deleuze, Cinema 1, p. 88.

 5 On the other hand, one could say that photographs are themselves always already 

in motion. On a deep, imperceptible, molecular level, there is no difference whatsoever between 

the movement in photographs and that in cinema, that of moving particles.

 6 Deleuze, Cinema 1, p. 85. The intermediate image is what we see between two still 

frames: the apparently moving image. 

 7 Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, trans. R.E. Latham (New York: Penguin, 1951), p. 66. 

 8 Ilya Prigogine with Isabelle Stengers, Order out of Chaos (New York: Bantam, 

1984), p. 141.

 9 It has to be stressed that despite what can appear as a causal model the clinamen, 

i.e. the production of the new out of a deviation, is not governed by cause and effect, but rather 

by indeterminacy, for the deviation is utterly unpredictable.
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