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In April of 1935, the Eastman-Kodak company released what would become the most widely recognized color film stock in the world.  Kodachrome was marketed with the burgeoning mass of amateur photographers in mind, a group who would benefit especially from Kodachrome’s flexibility and use in what were already popular roll-film cameras.  As its manufactures knew, and its practitioners soon learned, Kodachrome also produced the greatest resolution and duration of any color film that had appeared before it—and practically since. 
 In fact, Kodachrome’s color-retention was so fine that the company kept this fact a secret into the 1970s for concern that consumers would not buy the other versions of color film that Kodak also developed in the ‘30s, such as Ektachrome and Kodacolor.  Following its presentation to a mass market, Kodachrome quickly became the color stock of choice among professional photographers and journalists; Els Ŕijper has gathered some of the most (literally) indelible images from the historical period bracketing World War II in his book, Kodachrome: The American Invention of Our World, 1939-1959. Kodachrome also soon became widely used by advertisers who wished, understandably, to exploit the stock’s deep saturation and capacities for retinal agitation (and attendant potential for erotic cathexis) on their increasingly resistant target buyers.  This was, after all, the Depression. 

In the same year, Faulkner published his nocturnal (and thus, not especially colorful or saturated) novel, Pylon. He had set aside writing Absalom, Absalom! in this period because, he claimed, he needed to clarify his thinking about this longer, if not also more ambitious work. (Ambitious in its scale and length, as well as in its efforts – new to Faulkner at this point in his career – to engage directly the legacies of Southern history.)  Prior to these works, Faulkner had published arguably his first “race” novel, Light in August, a book whose events, like those Faulkner had written just before it, treated a time period that was roughly contemporaneous to the period of its composition. 

These facts about the period of the production of Faulkner’s major fiction are familiar to nearly all of his readers.  What may be less well known, however, is the relation they have to the introduction of the first widely disseminated color transparency film.  Coloration in visual media was, of course, hardly new in 1935.  Nor, for that matter, was Faulkner’s or other modernist writers’ awareness of the formal and aesthetic properties of modern painting.  Hemingway famously compared his descriptions of the Spanish landscape to paintings by Cezanne, and Faulkner himself referred admiringly to Cezanne in an early letter home from Paris when he declared of the French artist that he “dipped his brush in light” (Blotner 161).  Another figure of modern art whose work Faulkner imbibed when he visited exhibitions of modern and contemporary art over several months in Paris in 1925 (and who more than Cezanne even was famous for his use of a brightened palette) was Henri Matisse.  As the two most representative figures of painterly modernism in terms of color (the radical experiment in composition being more fully realized by the cubists Picasso and Braque), Matisse and Cezanne worked with a group of painters in the early 1900s who, while less well known as individuals, achieved notoriety as what became known as the “Fauves”— a group of painters who used a wildly vivid (“Fauve” means “wild beast”) even unnatural or arbitrary color.  (See figures 1-3, below.)
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1. Henri Matisse, “The Dessert- Harmony in Red” (1908)
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2. Maurice de Vlamnick, “The Blue House” (1906)
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3. André Derain, “Charing Cross” (1906)

The separation by ten years of Faulkner’s visits to the Paris galleries and the appearance in America of color film is more than incidental.  For these singular events in both the writer’s life and in the advent of a particular strain of visual culture had a direct bearing on Faulkner’s representational practices in his novels of this period.  In particular, the advent of color photography had an impact on Faulkner’s use, or rather, disuse of coloration in his strategies of visual description in the middle 1930s.  The period of Faulkner’s slightly earlier modernism – the window of 1929-‘30 that saw the publication of The Sound and the Fury and As I Lay Dying and the composition of the original version of Sanctuary – was marked by a particular kind of verbalized visual description.  As we will see, several moments from these works stand out as notably lush, even Fauvist, in their accounts of characters, objects, or settings. Others recall the deliberate flattening of space that Cezanne did not invent but that he used toward particular ends in his efforts to liberate painting from its traditional interactions with space in familiar genres such as the landscape and still life.  

After 1935, and in particular, with Absalom!, something very different happens in Faulkner’s writing.  Visual practices continue; in places and ways they increase or, to anticipate my own argument slightly, deepen in their efforts to facilitate what my title refers to as a kind of literary historiography.  These changes owe themselves in part to changes in the technology of representation in the visual arts, seminal shifts in the ways in which visual media encouraged viewers to interact with and in different ways understand the phenomenal world.  These shifts would cause profound changes in the ways that twentieth-century subjectivity conceived, not only the visualizing of experience and of modes of communication, but the ways in which that subjectivity considered photography and visual representation in relation to related but seemingly non-visual dimensions: temporality, memory, and either a quite personal or a more objective sense of history.  

Before attending to those changes as they are wrought in Faulkner’s great historical novel of 1936 (one whose earliest narrated events occur in 1817 with Thomas Sutpen’s childhood in West Virginia and, then, the Virginia Tidewater), I would like to demonstrate briefly my claims about Faulkner’s earlier writing.  The Sound and the Fury and As I Lay Dying are marked – in the context of this argument – by two related features.  They depict events set in a time period that is close to that of their writing; and they do so in a verbal style marked by an at times florid, we might say expressionist use of color.  Some of these examples are likely familiar.  I have in mind Peabody’s account of the color of the light at the Bundren spread.  Arriving in the evening to examine a dying Addie, Peabody remarks to himself, “There is a little daylight up here still, of the color of sulphur matches” (43), a description that serves to render the unearthly, or at the least remote atmosphere at the Bundrens’ place.  In the preceding chapter Darl offers a similarly vibrant image of the coming evening: “The sun, an hour above the horizon, is poised like a bloody egg upon a crest of thunderheads; the light has turned copper; in the eye portentous, in the nose sulphurous, smelling of lightening” (40).  This orange or reddish efflorescence portends the ensuing death of Addie.  Lit up synesthetically by an imagined lightning, it also recalls the electric, oversaturated vividness of the Fauves.  Later in the book appears another vivid, Fauve-like description. At the river crossing the eyes of the Jewel’s horse “roll[…] wild and baby-blue in its long pink face” (142); preparing to fjord the river with his brothers, Jewel’s face turns “kind of green, then it would go red and then green again” (126).  (This description appears earlier in an even more garish example when Jewel struggles nearly alone with the weight of Addie’s coffin: “In his face the blood goes in waves.  In between them his flesh is greenish looking, about that smooth, thick, pale green of cow’s cud” [97].)  Though not necessarily an inspiration for this kind of multi-hued description, Mattise’s famous portrait of his wife employs a similar range of unnatural colors in its rendering of its subject.  (See figure 4 below.)

[image: image4.jpg]



4. “Green Stripe (Madame Matisse)” (1905)

If not as extravagant as these examples, the yellow that predominates in the book offers a pronounced case of Faulkner’s reliance on a pervasive optical stimulus.  This is clear in the reference to the gleaming “yellow surface” of the water at the river (141) that “clucks and murmurs among the spokes and about the mules’ knees, yellow” (141); earlier the river appears to Tull as “just a tangle of yellow” (124).  One paragraph describing Darl’s vision of his and Jewel’s return home with the wagonload of wood nearly fixates on the luminous play of yellow against other, darker hues: 

Overhead the day drives level and gray, hiding the sun by a flight of gray spears.  In the rain the mules smoke a little, splashed yellow with mud… The tilted lumber gleams dull yellow, water-soaked and heavy as lead…; about the shattered spokes and about Jewel’s ankles a runnel of yellow neither water nor earth swirls, curving with the yellow road neither of earth nor water, down the hill dissolving into a streaming mass of dark green.” (49, italics original; emphasis added) 
The Sound and the Fury is marked by a slightly less varied “palette.”  Yet here as well we find events punctuated by visual accents, references to colorful light or objects that play principle roles in the experience of characters (and by extension, of readers).  The “bright smooth shapes” that Benjy sees every night going to sleep, or the sight of firelight obviously sooth him.  Less soothing for his older brother Jason is the shocking, almost electric pink of his niece’s undergarment that stands out in Faulkner’s third-person description of Miss Quentin’s room. “The bed had not been disturbed. On the floor lay a soiled undergarment of cheap silk a little too pink, from a half open drawer dangled a single stocking” (176).  This detail recalls the “pink garment hanging in no wind from the upper window” (83) that Quentin sees outside the house of the little girl he encounters during his walk in Cambridge, a detail and color that connects these two “wayward” daughters.  In the same novel appears the well-known description of Dilsey’s church, rising into view “like a painted backdrop… Beside [the road] [it] lifted its crazy steeple like a painted church, and the whole scene was as flat and without perspective as a painted cardboard set upon the ultimate edge of the flat earth” (182).  Though in his letter from Paris Faulkner refers to Cezanne’s use of light, the French artist’s radical experiment with a flattened perspective may well be seen to resemble the deliberate flattening of space that Faulkner fashions in his account of perspective at Dilsey’s church.  (See figures 5 and 6, below.)

[image: image5.jpg]



5. Cezanne, “The Gulf of Marseilles” (1883-1885) 
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6. Cezanne- “Still Life with Apples (1878-1882)

There are several ways to understand Faulkner’s use of a visual prose style, interpretations that do not, of necessity, recall the various European artists whose work Faulkner had seen just a few years before.  Beyond or before the shared experiment in perspectivism for which much literary and painterly modernism is known, Faulkner may simply have wished to situate his reader in a particular place and time.  The contemporary Yoknapatawpha novels seek to do just that; despite whatever abstractions exist in them, both The Sound and the Fury and As I Lay Dying mean to offer readers an impression of situatedness, of place— even of the otherworldly quality of the Bundrens’ hilltop spread.  Not a realist mimetic mode, nor yet entirely what Adorno would call art’s “non-identity” with its object, either, such moments in these novels, quite simply, stand out. 


Yet they do so in ways that Faulkner would go on to eschew.  The reasons for this disavowal are potentially varied; my more limited claim is that they have to do with the appearance of color photography in the very middle of Faulkner’s most important writing period.  As many contemporary artists but also, importantly, editors, advertisers, and of course, the manufacturing corporation Kodak knew (and wished for), color photography had uses that were highly illustrative.  From the vantage of both an instrumental use of technology and of cultural history, the new film stock would be seen as a novelty that drew consumers both to the product itself and to its uses in selling other commodities.
  

Yet these same properties of Kodachrome, as well as others, prevented the stock from being used in art photography.  In fact, the role of color in photography of a sort that was considered specifically artistic or aesthetic did not emerge until the 1960s—most notably in the work of William Eggleston, a Mississippi native whose deeply evocative images of the rural South and of common, everyday things shifted thinking about the uses of color film.  As a result, Eggleston became the first color photographer to enjoy a single-artist exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York (in 1976; the show was titled, simply, “Color Photographs.”).  For many years, but particular around the time of its first appearance, color photography and film was considered merely illustrative and, by extension, commercial.  It was, in a word, a kind of photography that drew attention, not to the depth of the image (or its associations with a similarly “deep” temporality), but to its surface.  As Nicholas Mirzoeff notes in The Introduction to Visual Culture, “the intrusion of color into the photographic image disrupted its claim to be accurate by distracting the eye.  Its mechanical exactitude nonetheless prohibits its being considered art” (62).
  To this notion of the artless quality of color photography, we might put the charge to it of ahistoricism.  “Distracting the eye” connotes a type of pleasure-giving, or at the least, an insistence on optical activity as an end in itself—rather than as a means of access to an understanding that such scopic activity serves.
   
Against this view of color stands another form of photography whose associations are quite different. As we know well, the 1930s saw a move away from an aestheticist, formal use of surface imagery and toward a certain kind of visual and photographic “depth.”  I have in mind the approach to the very idea of documenting reality photographically advocated by the Works Progress Association artists such as Walker Evans and Dorthea Lange.  Evans’ classic portraits of Southern sharecroppers were central to James Agee’s approach to his journalistic subjects in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, his effort to depict them and their deprivations honestly. Many of Lange’s images of a Depression-era America are now iconic, such as her 1936 “Migrant Mother”. (See figure 7, below.)
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7. Dorthea Lange, “Migrant Mother” (1936)
What Lange and Evans’ photos are known for is the opposite of the commercial-illustrative uses of early color photographs.  Depicting the ravages of the economy and of nature both, these photographers were committed to a pictorial version of reportage and documentation, one that sought to convey to the viewer something of the suffering and the material conditions of 1930s rural America.  (See figures 8-10, below.)

[image: image8.jpg]



8. Floyd Burroughs, Let Us Know Praise Famous Men (cover) (1936) 
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9. Bud Fields, Let Us Know Praise Famous Men (1936)
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10. “Hitchhikers Near Vicksburg, Mississippi” (1936)

This last picture is particularly interesting in the context of my argument.  For by way of its compositional elements – the evoking of the vanishing point by way of the arrangement of the road’s parallel lines – it makes a deliberate play on an illusory depth.  The background detail of the car, in particular, positioned between the man’s head and his extended thumb, serves to draw the viewer’s eye into the deep space of the image.  As we will see, such pictorial depth associated with black-and-white, documentary realism also connotes a spatio-temporal configuration, one that contributes to photography’s putative historicism.  Ever since Matthew Brady depicted the Civil War photographically, in particular the reality of violent death (arguably the ultimate “reality”),
 the black and white, silver halide photograph was associated with a type of historical Truth.  (See figures 11 and 12, below)
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11. “Dead Confederate Soldiers” (1862- ‘65)
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12. “On the Antietam Battlefield” (1862)

As the first war ever photographed, the Civil War in fact acquired its own historicity due to its mechanical representation—the idea of later generations of Americans that the photograph is a primary historical document, or that photographs themselves “are” history.  

A slight variation on this concept is that history, or historiography, itself is photographic. Such ideas are central to the philosophy of history advanced in certain quarters of the Frankfurt School, above all in the work of Siegfried Kracauer and Walter Benjamin. What Benjamin allows is a way to understand a set of descriptions from Faulkner’s later modernism—in particular, Absalom, Absalom!—that both appear and operate very differently from descriptive practices from his earlier works. Whereas his earlier writing shows Faulkner concerned to vivify his prose and his reader’s response to it by a use of either quite particular colors or a more general descriptive coloration (faces, landscapes, things), the later novel shows Faulkner “writing” in black-and-white. 

Absalom, Absalom! opens with references to and suggestions of black and white photography. Early in the first chapter, Faulkner’s authorial narrator indicates that the way in which Quentin apprehends the Sutpen family’s presence is through a photograph—or a photographic means of remembering and seeing: “Quentin seemed to see them, the four of them arranged into the conventional family group of the period … and seen now as the fading and ancient photograph itself would have been seen enlarged and hung on the wall” (10-11). Sitting in Miss Rosa’s dark parlor, Quentin first encounters the “phantom” images of Sutpen and his family “resolving” out of the gloom of the Coldfield house, like a developing photograph. “Quentin seemed to watch resolving the figure of a little girl” (17).  Sutpen himself appears in Rosa’s narration as a photographic negative, the “light-blinded bat-like image… cast by the fierce demoniac lantern … in retrograde, reverse” (141), and key descriptions of his offspring rely on aspects of visual mechanical reproduction.  Describing Ellen and her children’s arrivals at church on Sundays, the narrator refers to “a glimpse … of the carriage and Ellen’s high white face within it and the two replicas of [Sutpen’s] face in miniature flanking her” (18).  

That Faulkner was aware in this period, not only of photographic means of producing images – their slow developing process converting negatives obtained on a chemically treated paper or plate – but their production by a particular commercial manufacturer was evident before he wrote Absalom.  In one of the most well-known examples of his photographic metaphors, Faulkner refers to a moment of self-recognition for Joe Christmas in Light in August. Standing in the road one night during his endless wandering, Joe is discovered by the lights of an oncoming car.  As it approaches, Joe “watched his body grow white out of the darkness like a kodak print emerging from the liquid” (472).  It is worth noting that in a novel that uses a photographic conceit for its title – the effort to fix a particular quality of light at a certain, if also extended moment of time – and one as concerned as it is with definitions of “blackness” and “whiteness,” such a Kodak print as Joe imagines is not one that he renders in color.  (It could go without saying, at this point, that in 1932 he would not have been able to.)  As references to nineteenth-century photographs or photograph-like events, the imagined images in Absalom would also of necessity appear, not as colored, but as the familiar black-and-white, possibly sepia-toned photographic images of the period.  My claim is that, with the move toward a more direct engagement with history, in a novel replete with the strenuous narrative effort to return to the South’s not-dead past, Faulkner sought a commensurate “pastness” or historicity for his visual method of description.  


Such a return, however, does not seek to establish a “continuity” of present and past.  Rather, Faulkner’s shift toward a black and white descriptive mode in Absalom quite firmly maintained the difference between its present-ness and the past.  Benjamin refers to the need for historical thought to “shatter the continuum of history,” his idea that history genuinely understood constitutes a break with the supposedly uninterrupted flow of time.  This is because history, for Benjamin as for others (particularly in the period of European fascism in which he was writing) was properly defined by its organizing around moments of catastrophe.  This conception is what prompts Benjamin’s melancholic angel of history, his face turned fixedly on the “wreckage” of the past.  I quote the passage in which this oft-cited figure appears (the ninth thesis in Benjamin’s “Theses on the Philosophy of History”) at length:

A Klee painting named “Angelus Novus” shows an angel looking as though he is about to move away from something he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are staring, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the angel of history. His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing in from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such a violence that the angel can no longer close them. The storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress. (257)
Such is the basis for Benjamin’s emphasis on historical materialism and its alternative to traditional historicism.  For the latter, the past is always accessible in what Benjamin calls its false “eternal” image (the “whore” of “Once upon a time” [263]).  Genuine historical thought, as he puts it, “involves not only the flow of thoughts, but their arrest as well” (Illuminations 262)— the angel’s fixation on catastrophe. As Eduardo Cadava and other commentators on Benjamin have suggested, such interruptions are the occasion of the photograph, its shutter opening and closing on a moment of time’s flow occurring, in Cadava’s words, “between the present and itself, between the movement of time and itself” (61).
  It is the photograph’s temporal structure that Cadava claims is important and historical.   

Part of this importance relies on what the photographic image, like recalled moments from history, “stores.”  Benjamin facilitates the overture to photography and hints at the stakes involved in such a comparison when he writes, “A historical materialist cannot due without the notion of a present which is not a transition, but in which time stands still and has come to a stop” (262).  Such stoppages or caesurae amount for Benjamin to particularly loaded moments, “monads” in which are configured the shock of historical rupture.  These moments are the purview of historicism because in them “the historical materialist … recognizes the sign of … a revolutionary chance… [one that the historical materialist] takes cognizance of … in order to blast a specific era out of the homogenous course of history” (263).
   

It is, of course, the homogenous course of history that Sutpen means to preserve with his design.   But Faulkner’s literary historiography in Absalom “takes cognizance of” such an order, an aspect of the novel that manifests itself in Faulkner’s most focused and highly charged use in it of photography. Interestingly, this final example also partakes of the “revolutionary chance” that Benjamin evokes.  The scene in question is Bon’s introduction of Henry to New Orleans.  In narrating this section of the novel, Mr. Compson makes sustained use of a photographic metaphor, describing the way in which Bon “took the innocent and negative plate of Henry’s provincial soul and intellect and exposed it by slow degrees to this esoteric milieu… watching the picture resolve and become fixed” (91).  The slow build of Bon’s exposure – the shutter speed – increases, though, to what Benjamin would see as the momentary shock of the photographic click, as the “exposures [become] brief, so brief as to be cryptic, almost staccato, the plate [Henry’s soul] unaware of what the complete picture would show” (92) as Bon guides Henry through the nefarious city.

What is important here is not only the manner of Bon’s showing, which Mr. Compson claims is photographic.  What is equally important in the context of the novel and this scene is what, precisely, Bon’s showing reveals.  Two passing but enormously suggestive details from Mr. Compson’s narration in this section will allow me to draw together the various strands of my argument.  One of them is the inference Henry draws from Bon’s exposing him to the supposed decadence of New Orleans.  For that is a recognition of a difference, not only in his own and Bon’s supposed racial and sexual values, but in Henry’s awareness of history.  Exposing Henry photographically to what Mr. Compson calls “the surface aspect” of New Orleans, Bon also shows Henry a different relationship to capital and to labor than the one Henry has known.  “The femininely flamboyant” architecture of New Orleans implies to Henry a “great and easy wealth measured by steamboat loads” (91).  Such “easy wealth” as Bon and, to Henry, other New Orleanseans enjoy is at variance with what Henry, the son of a Mississippi planter, has learned about primitive accumulation.  Those steamboat loads appear in his mind’s eye magically, without cause or basis.  In opposition to them is what Henry knows as the measure of wealth: the “tedious inching of sweating human figures across cotton fields” (91).  Describing Bon “[b]uilding gradually toward the picture which [Bon] desired [Henry] to retain, accept,” Faulkner uses a specific image of (materialist) historical content.  Photography, evoked here as elsewhere in the novel – and as practiced elsewhere in the 1930s – is associated, not with the shallow play of surface light and color, but with the kind of historical content that Faulkner and his contemporaries recognized as real.  Tedious, sweating human labor, and subjugated labor at that, fills Henry’s visual unconscious in the midst of Bon’s photographical exposures. 

The historical charge that for Benjamin inheres in genuine apprehensions of history, history’s “monads,” is further suggested in the shock that Bon means to instill.  Henry is, of course, too shocked by what he sees in New Orleans and in the bordello to admit anything of his reaction.  Yet in suppressing that response, Henry reveals it to Bon (and to the reader) all the more.  That historical shock also registers in another of Faulkner’s metaphors.  When Bon and Henry move on from the “bazaar” of courtesans to the arena for blood feuds between the men who mean to own them, they arrive at another gated door, before which they stop. Here, “Bon knock[s] at a small adjacent doorway from which a swarthy man resembling a creature out of an old woodcut of the French Revolution erupts” (93).  That this decidedly peripheral character speaks French with Bon is less to the point than is his appearance and his resemblance to a nineteenth-century mode of “mechanical” visual reproduction. This example performs the kind of rhetorical gesture that I am suggesting Faulkner makes throughout Absalom: evoking an earlier visual-art technology in an effort to harness both the historicity of that prior mode and, as Benjamin suggests, the capacity for revolutionary energy encapsulated in an earlier historical time.  It is noteworthy in this respect that Mr. Compson stipulates not only the resemblance of this New Orleans laborer to an old woodcut, but that he identifies the content of that earlier mechanically reproduced image as a revolutionary one, the spirit for which events in France in 1789 had come to stand as the sign.
 Also noteworthy is the Benjaminian notion of “interruption,” as the man “erupts” into view—like the genuine historical moment that interrupts the continuum of time.

In showing Henry his urbane lifestyle, Charles Bon does not mean to interrupt all of Southern history.  As a wealthy New Orleansean, he enjoys too much of what his position in that history affords him.  At the same time, Bon is in fact involved in a larger act of subterfuge.  His display of New Orleans courtesans to the photographic plate of Henry’s provincial “soul” is, indeed, meant to shock his half-brother into a certain kind of historical as well as personal recognition.  Initially, Bon means to disabuse Henry of certain idealized notions he has of who Bon is.  Viewed from the perspective of Faulkner’s broader project with the novel, however, one that at its furthest reach included a full reckoning of the South’s legacies from chattel slavery and their lingering, haunting impact on white Southerners like Quentin, Bon means precisely to “interrupt” the flow of historical time.  He certainly means to block the flow of that historical continuum that Sutpen intends to create in his establishing of a dynasty, a direct temporal line forward through which his father could look ahead “along the still undivulged light rays in which his descendents … waited to be born (261). Described here as envisioning an unbroken series of male heirs, Sutpen partakes of a kind of thinking that resembles traditional, (literally patriarchal) history.  Yet such a habit of thought is what the novel questions so thoroughly and on its many levels of representation.  Like Benjamin’s historical materialist, Faulkner seeks to shatter the continuum of history that Sutpen is shown imagining.  He does so through the photographic “flash” that forces itself on Henry by way of Bon and Bon’s own revolutionary thrust against his father’s imperial design.  As we know, this thrust is one for which Bon pays with his life.  Yet it is not altogether fruitless, as it serves the end of stalling Sutpen’s plan and ultimately bringing it and its historical trajectory down in flames.    

After 1935, Faulkner’s writing and its relationship to light, color, and his awareness of the (Southern) past changed.  We might say, in closing, that if not the seismic shift that Virginia Woolf attributed to modern consciousness that occurred for her “on or about December 1910, [when] human character changed,” the introduction of color film – of Kodachrome – led to a similar shift in how the modern optical unconscious understood the representation and the image of history.  Faulkner’s literary historiography in this period, by way of its black and white properties, its own auratic, silver-halide glow, becomes like Benjamin’s angel of history, gazing on a catastrophic image of wreckage that it laments, but whose sadness and tragedy will not let it go. 
� This remained true about Kodachrome until 1990, when Fuji introduced its Process e-6 Fujichrome, the first color film stock considered to have a finer resolution and finer grain than Kodachrome (Wilhelm 15). 





� Kodachrome would also be used to document. Ŕijper’s book forcefully shows the stock’s role in creating images that were both themselves nearly permanent (Kodochrome’s preservation value, especially when maintained in cold-storage facilities, could last for hundreds or even, Henry Wilhelm argues, thousands of years [13]) and which formed indelible impressions on the collective visual memory.  These include images such as the gathering in Yalta of Roosevelt, Churchill, and Joseph Stalin in 1945; Leo Durocher managing a game for the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1946; or Jane Russell in a publicity still for The Outlaw, from 1943.  That Kodachrome was especially useful for promoting images of glamour is evident in the several production stills that appear in Ŕijper's collection, including photos of Veronica Lake, Susan Heyward, and Dorothy Lamour, or in a portrait of the cosmetics mogul Helena Rubenstein and several pages from Vogue magazine.





� Such comments recall the very terms that surrounded the first appearance of photography itself, that is, whether its scientism and supposed “mechanical exactitude” prevented it from being considered as anything but a tool for empirical observation.





� This is a similar line of argument that Frederic Jameson offered in the 1980s and in the context of moving images about what he termed “the nostalgia film,” his contention that in commercial historical cinema, history becomes reified into a consumable image (“On Magic Realism and Film”). Jameson extends this idea in somewhat polemical fashion in his opening quip to the collection, Signatures of the Visible: “The visual is essentially pornographic” (1). 





� A similar case might be made for the collection of crime-scene photos by the New York tabloid photographer,  Weegee, Naked City (1945).  Like Brady, Weegee became notorious as well as famous for his efforts to formally manipulate his subjects—an act of intervention that did not prevent his pictures from making a claim on absolute “truth” for their respective audiences.  





� In his book Theses on the Photography of History, Cadava likens Benjamin’s famous “Theses on the Philosophy of History” to photography and the claims they make for a different conception of temporality in relation to the modern subject.





� Several passages in Absalom refer to singular moments in Sutpen’s or other characters’ lives that possess a shock that Benjamin suggests is at the heart of the photographic rupture of time’s flow.  Their importance, in this respect, is the fact that each of them refers to a moment of recognition in which what is revealed to consciousness by the (photographic) flash or “glare” always forces a meaningful change in the character’s awareness of his life in the time before and after it, a monadic break between the present and time’s flow.   One of these passages describes Sutpen’s narration to Quentin’s grandfather of his time in Haiti, during which his first wife “emerg[ed] for a second of the telling … like [Sutpen] had just seen her too for a second by the flash of one of the muskets… -- a very condensation of time which was the gauge of its own violence…” (206).  Offered here in a personal register – Sutpen’s chronicle of his life story – this violent “condensation” of time nonetheless registers the violent break that Benjamin sees as the photographic quality of history.  Additionally, this passage offers a metaphor of the photographic, revelatory glare of the camera flash in the momentary flash of the muskets, one that reveals to Quentin’s grandfather, if not to Sutpen himself, the singular importance that this figure will play in Sutpen’s subsequent life history (as well as that of so many others).  A similar impact and description attends Henry’s act of showing Bon the letter he received from his mother’s lawyer introducing the two young men.  “One day Henry showed [the letter] to him and there was no gentle spreading glow but a flash, a glare” (313) in which Bon realizes that Henry is Sutpen’s son, a moment that “reveal[s] to [Bon] at once, like a flash of light, the meaning of his whole lift, past” (258).  The most (literally) glaring example of this painful, photographic-like rupture to a character’s self awareness, of course, attends Sutpen himself.  On the morning of his rejection at Pettibone’s door, when Sutpen withdraws to contemplate the reason for his treatment by the butler his dawning understanding of class antagonism occurs to him as “an explosion—a bright glare” (197), leveling the “limitless flat plain” of Sutpen’s thinking, his “innocence,” from before this catastrophic event.  In each of these cases, we can see the quality of rupture that for Benjamin attends history in its photographic shattering of time’s continuum.  





� As Benjamin notes of the renewal of energy from past events as they become charged with the pressures of the present moment, “History is the subject of a structure whose site is not homogenous, empty time, but time filled by the presence of the now.  Thus, to Robespierre ancient Rome was a past charged with the time of the now which he blasted out of the continuum of history.  The French Revolution viewed itself as Rome incarnate” (261).  Though Bon means to effect a very different kind of rebellion, his actions with Henry and throughout the novel pose a significant challenge to Sutpen’s own “feudal-aristocratic” design.











