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Time has always been a prime concern in photography. Not always as the main subject but always as a collaborative partner. Its role has always been key to the way that we have learned to interpret the image.

If the 20th Century became the century of the lens, the century in which photography and film became the dominant forms of representation, and also the era of the ubiquitous image. And with this came a language of visualising time, and understanding how it is represented, which has entered into our visual culture as the norm. The mechanical system of the camera, the interplay of the shutter device with the optics of the lens, gave us a reliance upon the act of exposure as the determining aspect of photography. We learned to read the photograph as being the moment of congruence and juxtapositions, deciphering how the various visual ingredients came together at that exact point in time. The aesthetic notion of ‘the decisive moment’ articulated that perfectly as a concern. It taught us that a photography gave us a moment abstracted from the fluidity of time and, that by inspecting the arrangement of the component parts, this could present us with the opportunity to read huge and complex relationships. Much has been said about the relationship between photography and presumptions of truth and how this has been used, examined and deconstructed, by theorists and artists over the past one hundred and fifty years. But a key aspect in this problematic understanding of what the image does or can represent is the affect that taking a moment of time has psychologically upon the viewer: how it presents the material visualised as a form of evidence; subjectivities appear to be objective. Much of this is based upon the understanding that this is ‘how things appeared’, from a particular point of view, at a particular time and place. That the image offers an evidence of what took place.

Recently a large number of artists have been playing with time, taking it apart in their images, and using the representation of time to present a different quality of experience. Not decrying what has been done before, but finding an approach that builds on our visual vocabulary. This gives an alternative sense of time by using the acknowledging the power of the fragmented moment but placing it within a more complex context. Jonathan Shaw’s body of work places him in a distinguished company of practitioners who are looking at time as an extended experience in which the point of view of one observer within a single time frame is highly contested. From the ‘timeslice’ photographic work of Tim Macmillan to the video work of Grace Weir and Sam Taylor Wood, to the multi-narrative cinematic work of Mike Figgis, a new range of work is emerging which defies genre, but which always asks questions about the way that experience is relative to different time frames. Often these artworks not only reflect the complexities of observing moments of interaction, but they also suggest the complexities that operate for the participants whose experience is relative, not fixed.

Jonathan Shaw’s latest work shows a particular angle on this area of interest.  In his early images, movement was the focus, or indeed the subject out-of-focus, as action was played out across the field of vision. Athletes leaped and dancers spun across the image leaving the hypnotic trail of a physical gesture. On a dancefloor, clubbers’ bodies twisting and thrusting became a series of extruded movements. In these works the process of these movements was the indicator of time, and the visualisation treated it like molten toffee, stretching it so that it coalesced into strange shapes, some lumpy, some seemingly stretched to a point of high tension. But in his more recent work, Jonathan Shaw has moved from the dramatic gesture, and instead concentrates on the presence of individuals or groups of individuals. In doing so he engages with the social dynamics within a given space and how people are identifying with each other and with that space. This also positions him in a much more reciprocal relationship with the subjects, who in fact, the participants in the imagemaking. 

Jonathan Shaw has evolved both the mechanics of his operation and the creative approach to achieve this. He uses, as he had previously, a modified SLR camera in which the film is moving across the shutter plane at a constant speed for the duration of the shot, but the camera motion is now enabled by a tracking system, like a dolly used in cine photography, rather than handheld. This gives a continuous steady motion but it also means that the speed of his movement can be in direct correlation to the distance he aims to cover and the length of the final image. For ‘Victoria Gardens’ (2005) this results in a single transparency that measures ***** exactly corresponding to the ***** seconds of his shot. The resulting print is 9 metres in length, exactly the length of the space he traversed in Victoria Gardens. Therefore the viewer when passing in front of the print on the gallery wall to view it takes the same journey that Jonathan had done.

In becoming more participatory, Jonathan Shaw’s creative approach has also moved from the documentary point of view to the constructed. The participants in ‘Victoria Gardens’ are all people who in the previous weeks he had observed in the square, which is a significant pedestrian thoroughfare and meeting place in the centre of Leeds. Inviting them back to the space where he had first seen them he has facilitated a re-enactment of several encounters and small moments: friends meeting, people passing through, workers taking their break and a couple about to get married. The result is part performance, part tableaux vivant. The different clusters of people, each with their own sense of focus are unrelated to each other and yet linked to each other in the same space. Jonathan Shaw’s technique lifts them from their background, abstracting them from the appearance of an overall, masterly, point of view. In the same way that when a passenger on a moving train focuses on an object in the foreground the background becomes a moving blur – or vice versa – the participants from the viewers’ point of view are crisp against a strangely plastacene background. Still figures caught in the swirl of time.

This results in a subtler, more quizzical relationship with time, than earlier works. It reflects not only the time taken for the moment of observation, but also the way that the cognitive processes works across that time, selectively drawing on different moments and occurrences and then moving on. It refelcts the often held argument in photography that we are never impartial observers but instead highly selective viewers. The power of traditional photography lies in the fact that it shows us things as we do not see them, since we do not experience time in split seconds, but instead experience the fluidity of time. Jonathan Shaw’s work brings home how complicated our visual perception is, how we are making visual choices that construct meaning across time.

