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This ground-breaking book brings together the work of leading theorist, Theo van Leeuwen, on time-based multimodal forms of communication including speech, music, and film.

With chapters on the fundamental meaning-making role of rhythm, time in music, time in film, the representation of time and timing in language, and the visualization of time, this book offers a comprehensive approach to the subject that supplements the author’s earlier work on visual communication. This book is richly illustrated with examples, including analyses of time management texts, everyday interactions such as waitressing in a restaurant, classic and contemporary films, television crime series and documentaries, a wide variety of kinds of music, online educational software, and SmartArt templates for the diagrammatic representation of time-based practices. Every chapter also includes questions and exercises to reinforce and extend learning.
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Preface

This book presents a social semiotic approach to analysing and interpreting time-based multimodal text and performances, including films, music, written texts, and everyday performances such as waitressing in a restaurant. Building on the work of sociologists and anthropologists such as Norbert Elias (1992) and Helga Nowotny (1994), I argue that the temporal organization of time-based multimodal texts and performances reflects the temporal structuring of social life and shows how the timing of social life is structured differently in different societies and different periods, for instance in agricultural societies, where time is conceived of as cyclical, based on daily routines and the cycling of the seasons, as compared to industrial societies, where time is strictly regulated by the clock and conceived of as linear, and as a commodity that can be saved, spent, wasted, and more.

This book therefore begins with the social part of social semiotics, with an introduction to the way time is structured differently in different societies and historical periods. Only then does it move to the semiotic part. Here, I argue that rhythmic structuring is the key to understanding how meaning is made in all time-based multimodal texts and performances and introduce what I call an embodied approach to rhythm analysis. The next three chapters then discuss, in turn, music, film, and language, showing how their temporal structuring reflects the temporal structuring of social life. This is followed by a chapter about the visualization of time.

This book draws, in part, on earlier work on music (e.g., van Leeuwen, 1999), film (e.g., van Leeuwen, 1985), rhythm (van Leeuwen, 2005), and the representation of time in language (van Leeuwen, 2008), but these earlier works are updated and reinterpreted in the light of the overall theoretical approach of the book.

I have been fortunate to be able to try out the material presented in this book with the students of a PhD course I gave in the Spring of 2022. Lively discussions and the wonderful examples the students came up with (several of which are now included in the book) helped me to clarify my ideas and to gain confidence that this book will be of interest to students and researchers much younger than I am, and that the analytical methods it introduces will be xiuseful to students and not more complicated than necessary. For this, I thank my ex-students Gye Young Lee, Laura Chen, Lungguh Ariang Bangga, Shuoyu Fang, Thu Ngo, Ann Hellwig, Rongle Tan, Nataliia Laba, Jiayang Hu, Yumin Gao, Agita Nurhikawati, Dany Lopez Gonzalez, and Shiwei Fu. I would also like to take the opportunity to thank Jim Martin for organizing these courses, year after year. They have been of immense value to generations of PhD students from the various universities in Sydney, as well as to many visiting PhD students from other countries.

I would also like to thank Bob Hodge, Joshua Han, Emilia Djonov, Chiao-I Tseng, and Louise Ravelli for their always sharp and useful comments on various chapters and Louisa Semlyen from Routledge for her continuing and invaluable support of my work and of multimodality studies generally.

Finally, I hope this book will be of use to students and researchers in the steadily growing and ever-fascinating field of multimodality studies, and that it will stimulate further work, because there is still much more to be explored in this field.
xii
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1 Introduction

This book offers a social semiotic approach to analysing and understanding the temporal structuring of time-based multimodal texts such as films and performances such as speech and music. It will argue that the temporal structuring of multimodal texts and performances reflects the temporal structuring of social life. The book is therefore not so much about time as about timing, about how societies organize when and for how long people do what they do, and about how this is symbolized and celebrated by the temporal structuring of multimodal texts and performances. In other words, the book is not about what time is, in a philosophical or scientific sense, although philosophical and scientific ideas will crop up from time to time. Nor is it about how time is subjectively experienced, although that, too, will turn out to relate to social time. It is about social timing and this in two ways – timing as coordinating social activities and timing as symbolizing fundamental cultural meanings and values. This means that timing, though often connecting to the biological rhythms of the body and the cyclical movements of the sun and the planets, is never fully determined by such naturally occurring processes, but always socially constructed, and this in different ways in different cultures and historical periods.

This idea was inspired by the work of the sociologist Norbert Elias, who stressed that time, and the way we think and talk about it, is a product of the activity of timing, or more precisely, the activity of measuring one kind of activity or time sequence against another kind of activity or event sequence (1992: 43):


The reifying character of the substantival form “time” disguises the instrumental character of the activity of timing. It obscures the fact that the activity of timing, e.g. by looking at one’s watch, has the function of relating to each other the positions of events in the successive order of two or more change continuums.


In this chapter, I will focus on the way social activities can be timed by being synchronized, more or less loosely, with three such ‘change 2continuums’ – natural synchronization synchronizes social activities with naturally occurring events such as the time of day and the seasons, social synchronization synchronizes social activities with social activities other than the activity that is being timed, and mechanical synchronization synchronizes social activities with artificially produced ‘change continuums’ such as the clock. These forms of synchronization can combine in various combinations. I will return to this topic in Chapter 5, which discusses how these forms of timing find linguistic expression in texts.

Timing is social in another sense as well, because it is closely related to power, whether in very direct ways, as when teachers tell students to engage in specific activities at specific times and for specific durations, or mediated by normative discourses such as schedules and timetables, and, today, by digital technologies which, for instance, limit the amount of time we get to complete specific actions. At a larger scale, time systems such as calendars have always been decreed by powerful Emperors, Popes, and other rulers, and this in different ways in different periods and cultures. Even when there is no evident authority behind social timing, there will be customs, habits, and traditions which next generations will learn through observation and informal talk. Weber (1964 [1947]: 116), discussing ‘types of social action’, already noted that social action is often “a matter of almost automatic reaction to habitual stimuli which guide behaviour in a course which has been repeatedly followed”. This topic, too, will be revisited in Chapter 5.

In later chapters, I will discuss how the temporal structuring of multimodal texts and performances represents the temporal structuring of social and economic life:


There is a correspondence, a correlation between a society’s economy, the way it organizes work, the means it uses for the production of goods and services, and the way time is represented … a representation that every individual receives, internalizes and accepts almost always with no problem

(Grossin, 1990: 307)



Two examples can perhaps make this clear: one drawn from the field of musical performance and one from the field of film. The symphony orchestra came into its own when industrialization began to change the organization of work in the late 18th century. Goods that were previously produced in workshops by autonomous craftsmen involved in every stage of the production, or by farmers during their winter rest periods, were now produced in factories which divided the production process into numerous small, in themselves meaningless tasks and introduced a new, hierarchical kind of social control. Andrew Ure, an early 19th-century apologist of the system (quoted in Mumford, 1934: 173), described the role of factory overseers as having to control “the distribution of the different members of the apparatus into one cooperative body, in impelling each man with the appropriate delicacy and speed, 3and in training human beings to identify themselves with the unvarying regularity of the complex automaton”. In the same period, Arnold (quoted in Koury, 1986: 61) wrote in very similar terms about the then newly introduced role of the conductor: “The fusion of the individual members to the reproduction of a single feeling is the work of the leader, concert master, music director or conductor”. In other words, the symphony orchestra relates to the small ensemble as the factory relates to the small workshop. In addition, music, in this period, became ‘homophonic’, with one voice (the melody) dominating and other voices providing accompaniment, playing parts which usually were not melodically interesting in their own right and only meaningful in relation to the whole. Symphonic music thus celebrated hierarchy, discipline, and control – though accompaniment could also harmonically clash with the dominant melody, and increasingly began to do so in the course of the 19th century.

A second example dates from the early 20th century, when the new medium of film began to find its language. Nineteenth-century technologies (telegraph, telephone, radio) had by then disrupted the unity of time and space. The International Meridian Conference of 1884 had abolished local times and divided the world into time zones, each with one-hour difference. It now became possible to ‘be’ in two very distant spaces at the same time, something which, before, would have been very hard to conceive of. A few years later, in 1895, H.G. Wells published The Time Machine, in which a Victorian scientist creates a time machine that allowed him to stay in the same place but travel backwards and forwards through time, and the first moving pictures were projected for an audience by the Lumière brothers in Paris. The staged scenes in early films still maintained the theatre’s unity of time and space. The camera was positioned in front of the stage, as it were, and the image only changed between ‘acts’, just as in the theatre, though the camera angles of documentary shots such as the Lumière Brothers’ Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat (1896) were less frontal. But one of the first innovations of the new medium was ‘parallel editing’ which disrupted the unity of time and space. In D.W. Griffith’s Enoch Arden (1908), the action jumped halfway across the globe in a split second. At that time, this still confused audiences, as Griffith’s widow later explained in her memoirs (Arvidson-Griffith, 1969 [1924]: 23)


When he suggested a scene showing Annie Lee waiting for her husband’s return to be followed by a scene of Enoch cast away on a desert island, it was altogether too distracting. How can you tell a story jumping about like that?



Today parallel editing is as common as Zoom meetings between people in distant locations. To Summarize:


	A social semiotic understanding of the temporal organization of the multimodal texts and performances of a particular social context or historical 4period needs to be based on an understanding of the timing of everyday social activities in that context or period.

	The temporal organization of multimodal texts symbolizes and often celebrates dominant forms of social timing – and, in complex societies, may also question dominant forms of timing or give expression to non-dominant, ‘alternative’ forms of social timing, such as ‘slow living’ movements in a time in which increasing acceleration is often highly valued.

	Methods of analysing the temporal structuring of multimodal texts and performances must therefore be able to identify the signifying systems that express these forms of social timing, and to explain how they do so.



The remainder of this chapter will deal with social timing, by discussing, in turn, (1) different ways of synchronizing social activities to other ‘change continuums’, to use Elias’ term; (2) different ways in which timing can be socially controlled; and (3) the role of digital technology in contemporary practices of social timing. In this way, the chapter seeks to provide a sociological basis for what will follow in subsequent chapters.



2 Natural and social synchrony

Throughout history, and throughout the world, naturally unfolding events such as the rhythms of day and night and the seasons have been used as a standard for deciding when and for how long to do things. Anthropologists have shown how this played a particularly important role in small agricultural societies, as it still does wherever agriculture has not been industrialized. Malinowski (2002 [1935], 2013), for instance, described the daily routines of Trobriand gardeners (2002 [1935]: 61):


During the intolerably hot hours of the day the gardeners usually return home to rest in the shade. Whether for communal or individual or family work, the gardeners generally go early to the gardens, return between ten and eleven to the village, and then start out again, perhaps after a light meal and a siesta, to work from about three or four o’clock till nightfall.



As for larger-scale timing, for instance deciding when to plant or harvest, or when to undertake fishing or hunting expeditions, “dates have to be fixed by reference to some recurrent natural phenomenon which can be foreseen and defined” (Malinowski, 2013: 203). The cutting and burning of the bush, for instance, is done at the end of the dry season, planting at the first rains, harvest at the beginning of the dry season, and so on. In a similar vein, Evans-Pritchard (1940: 95–98) described how the seasons determined the activities of the Nuer people in South Sudan and Ethiopia. During the rainy season, they lived in their villages and grew millet and maize. During the dry season, they moved their cows to temporary camps and also engaged in fishing.

5But anthropologists also stress that such natural cycles have always and everywhere been interpreted and modified in socially and culturally specific ways. As Evans-Pritchard put it (1940: 94):


Ultimately most, perhaps all, concepts of time and space are determined by the physical ambient, but the values they embody are only one of many possible responses to it, and depend on structural principles, which belong to a different order of reality.



In other words, natural synchronization (Evans-Pritchard called it ‘ecological time’) is transformed into social synchronization (what he called ‘structural time’). The Nuer, for instance, talked about the times of the day in terms of “the round of pastoral tasks”, rather than in terms of the positions of the sun (Evans-Pritchard, 1940: 102). The Trobriand Islanders timed activities as taking place ‘during clearing of the shrub’, ‘when the vine supports are placed’, ‘during trimming of the vine’, and so on (Malinowski, 2013: 210). The ritual events that punctuated the year, too, were timed in relation to economic activities, often taking place after the harvest (Malinowski, 2002 [1935]; Evans-Pritchard, 1940: 97). In everyday life, as Evans-Pritchard said (1940: 104) timing was “not a reflection of man’s dependence on nature, but a reflection of the interaction of social groups” (Evans-Pritchard, 1940: 104).

This is not to say that the movements of heavenly bodies were not observed. The Trobriand Islanders were perfectly capable of talking about the time of day in terms of what they would have regarded as the orbit of the sun rather than the earth – ‘before sunrise’, ‘sunrise’, ‘the time when the sun rays are horizontal’, and so on. The Nuer, similarly, could refer to a time of day by pointing to where the sun would be at that time or by expressions like ‘the first stroke of dawn’, ‘sunrise’, ‘noon’, etc. But such observations did not regulate their activities. It was only the chiefs or priests in charge of planning the economic and ritual events of the year who used a ‘specialist’ and often secret and sacred knowledge of naturally occurring events. In the Trobriand Islands, for instance, it was “in this somewhat esoteric and specialist way that the naming of the moon is chiefly used”, for instance, by deciding that “the annual festivities will fall in the second moon” (Malinowski, 2013: 211).

In more complex societies, this could develop into two kinds of time reckoning, which then had to be brought into harmony with each other, just as in the Trobriand Islands the timing of festive events had to harmonize with ‘ecological timing’. Maya timing is a classic example. The Mayan calendar combined the Haab, a year of 365 days and 18 20-day months, and the Tzolkin, a sacred year of 260 days, with 20 day-names. The sequence of 20 day-names and 20-day months then aligned in such a way that, in any given year, each Haab month would begin on the same Tzolkin day. But because 18 months of 20 days make 360 days, an extra month of five days had to be added, causing the Tzolkin day with which each Haab month began to shift by five days each year, creating a long-range cycle of its own. The point, however, is that 6the Haab was secular, regulating economic life, the Tzolkin sacred, regulating religious life (Rice, 2008: 293), and that it was the astronomer-priest’s task to coordinate the two forms of timing and bring them into harmony. A similar duality of economic time, regulated by merchants and secular rulers, and religious time, regulated by the church, also existed in the European Middle Ages (Le Goff, 1980).

Today, we tend to think of time as linear, a progression from past to present and to future, as visually represented by timelines, whether they depict the history of the planet or the rise of the cost of living during a given period. Yet many of our activities are still recurrent and cyclical, and not only in the agricultural sector – the rhythm of regular meetings and chores in the office, the recurring of teaching semesters, exam periods and holidays in universities, and so on. Nowotny has even argued for a postmodern return to cyclicity, with cycles of ‘innovation-repetition-obsolescence’ and a future that no longer offers progress, but a kind of extended present in which we have to survive and run faster and faster to stay in the same place (Nowotny, 2005: 71). We also tend to think of time primarily in terms of clock time, but many things are still timed in relation to natural events and social activities, and this at different timescales. A recipe, for instance, might tell us to “fry gently for 3 minutes”, but it might also tell us to “fry gently until soft and golden”, which may be more effective in terms of getting the best outcome, and requires multi-sensory judgement. Some time management experts might tell us to “Create a two-hour time box to write an outline. Then, after taking a break, create another three-hour timebox to begin the first draft” (Martins, 2022). Other experts, however, may encourage you to “listen to your body” (“I’m feeling tired, so I’m going to have a snack, take a short walk and then come back to my computer”, Long, 2023).

I will give two contemporary examples to illustrate contemporary uses of natural timing and social timing in more detail. The first, the daily timing of the activities of working mothers of young babies, exemplifies timetables that structure the activities of the daily cycle, just as in the case of the ‘round of pastural tasks’ of the Nuer. Babies, of course, develop, almost from the start, a sense of time based on their experience of the natural periodicity of their bodies. But the social soon intervenes – a compromise must be made between the baby’s natural time and the social time of the mother’s work. “Human beings do not ‘undergo’ time” but “shape and reshape it” (Adam, 199: 156). Self-help books therefore encourage mothers to “observe when your baby naturally likes to eat, sleep and play”, so as to “understand their natural rhythms” and to “pinpoint developing patterns”, but at the same time also encourage them to create a “general schedule”, a “consistent routine” which “is in sync with your baby’s natural rhythm” but nevertheless also social, so as to “balance your baby’s needs with your own and those of older children and other family members” (Dougherty, 2022), and especially with the social timing of the mother’s work: “Arrange your [work] schedule to maximize the number of breast feeds. Squeeze in two feeds before you go to work, if possible, and two or three in the morning” (Murkoff, 2015: 261). Already at three months, 7babies may therefore be accustomed to schedules which, though still based on cycles of sleeping, eating, and ‘playing’, are ruled by the clock-based schedules of social institutions (the mother’s work and the daycare centre), as in this sample schedule for three-month-old babies from a website called Baby schedules: why, when and how to start a routine (Dougherty, 2022)





	7 a.m.
	Nurse



	8 a.m.
	Daycare drop off: playtime



	9.45 a.m.
	4 ounces of expressed breast milk



	10 a.m.
	Naptime (Mum pumps at work)



	12 p.m.
	Playtime



	12.45 p.m.
	4 ounces of expressed breast milk



	1.30 p.m.
	Naptime (Mom pumps again)



	2.30 p.m.
	Playtime



	4 p.m.
	4 ounces of expressed breast milk



	4.30 p.m.
	Naptime



	5.15 p.m.
	Daycare pickup



	5.45 p.m.
	Playtime



	6.30 p.m.
	Nurse



	6.45 p.m.
	Playtime and tummy time



	7.30 p.m.
	Nurse, then bedtime routine



	12 a.m.
	Nurse



	4 a.m.
	Nurse






This contrasts with the way babies are nurtured in many traditional societies. To give just two examples, in rural Liberia “mothers carry their babies on their backs and nurse them frequently but do so without really paying much direct attention to them … they continue working or …socializing” (Erchak, quoted in Lancy, 2017: 26), and Gusii mothers from Western Kenya “rarely look at or speak to their infants and toddlers when they are holding and breastfeeding them” (Levine, quoted in Lancy, 2017: 27). Modern baby care experts, however, gently discourage “responding to your baby’s every need, whenever that need arises” and believe that “babies crave schedules from the start” (Murkoff, 2015: 265).

My second example relates to the planning of annual academic conferences. The advice on the website of an American University (Kansas University, 2023) is partially based on natural synchrony, for instance, synchronizing conference attendance with the seasons:


choose a time when people will want to come to the conference location (fall in New England, January in Miami) or times when the weather is less likely to pose problems (don’t plan on Alaska in February).



8But social synchrony is another factor:


The conference date should be set in order to avoid conflict with other events that affect the intended audience, or with the realities of their work (you wouldn’t plan a school administrators’ conference for September, for instance, which Is probably the busiest time of year for these folks). The conference should also not conflict with events that affect family obligations (standard public school vacations or the Thanksgiving of Christmas holidays).



In determining the duration of the conference, social factors again play a role: “conferences are scheduled for several days, because most people have to travel long distances to get to it and often piggyback vacations onto it”.

To summarize the key points of this section:


	Even though timing ultimately stems from natural rhythms, its primary function is to coordinate social activities, and it will therefore always become socially structured, subject to the rhythms of social life.

	Despite the rise of the clock and the calendar, many activities continue to be cyclical, and natural and social synchronization continue to play an important role in the timing of social activities.





3 Mechanical synchrony

Mechanical synchronization uses instruments that produce artificial event sequences with which human activities can then be synchronized. The quintessential instrument is the clock, which, as McLuhan (1964: 155) has put it, “dragged man out of the world of seasonal rhythms and recurrence as effectively as the alphabet had released him from the magical resonance of the spoken word”. With its division of time in hours and seconds, the clock enabled greater uniformity and predictability of timing; more precise and exhaustive control over the timing of human activities; and the possibility of quantifying time, measuring it, and using it in calculations, all with the ultimate purpose of doing more in less time, of ‘saving time’ and so increasing productivity (and hence profit).

The clock was invented in the mid-14th century, but in some domains of society the trend towards greater control of timing was evident earlier. Already in the 7th century, Pope Sabinianus had decreed that Benedictine monks should pray seven times every 24 hours. This necessitated some means of time keeping. The water clock, already known to the ancient Romans, was reintroduced to time when the bell would ring to summon the monks to prayer. Tardiness was punished. Saint Benedict made latecomers stand in the corner.

9Later, the beginnings of industrial ways of organizing work led to greater control over timing. Until the 14th century, Medieval time had been “dominated by agrarian rhythms, free of haste, careless of exactitude, unconcerned by productivity”, as Le Goff characterized it, but the emergence of the textile industry began to change this. In 1335, Philip VI introduced a new form of timing. As quoted by Le Goff (1980: 44), he allowed the mayor and aldermen of Amiens to:


issue an ordinance concerning the time when the workers of the said city and its suburbs should go each morning to work, when they should eat and when return to work after eating, and also, in the evening when they should quit working for the day; and that by the issue of said ordinance, they might ring a bell which has been installed in the Belfry of the said city and which differs from the other bells.



Similar things happened in other cities, though not always without protest from the workers, who often resented not being able to choose when to start and stop working. Although it was also around this time that the division of the day in hours and seconds was first introduced, in 1345, and that the first mechanical clocks were produced, in 1370 (Mumford, 2010 [1934]: 16), workers were still summoned by a bell, an authoritative call to action, rather than by the clock. Nevertheless, something was afoot: “People in some European cities began to feel a strange and previously unheard-of desire. They wanted to know the time” (Holl, quoted in Nowotny, 2005: 16).

It would still take centuries before the clock would fully establish its rule over almost all aspects of social life. Although it already had limited and specialized practical uses, it remained, for the time being, primarily an object of cultural fascination, like virtual reality today. Elaborate clocks on town squares and in cathedrals not only showed the time of day but also the movements of the sun and the planets, suggesting harmony between cosmic time and clock time, and they included religious figurines that moved every half or quarter hour, bringing clock time and religious time together, at least for the time being. The Prague Clock, built in 1410, for instance, included figurines representing Vanity, Usury, Lust, and Death, with Death announcing each hour by ringing a bell, and with the Twelve Apostles parading every hour behind a window above the clock. Domestic mantel clocks and table clocks in the homes of aristocrats and rich merchants were also richly decorated. The Diana chariot clock, dating from 1610, for instance, had the clock mounted on the chariot, with Diana sitting on top of it, bow and arrow at the ready. When the clockwork was wound up, she would drive her chariot across the table and shoot her arrow, as can be observed on a YouTube video from the Yale University Art Gallery (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u6ro4zscyE0&t=37s). Mumford has described the role of such 10initially still ‘non-utilitarian instruments’ as a ‘cultural preparation’ for the functions they would later play in society. In other words, popular toys and apparently trivial pastimes and gimmicks herald future social and technological change. Phenakistoscopes and other devices for creating moving images, for instance, had existed as playthings long before the film industry took off, toy aeroplanes long before aviation, and “even the desire for speed in travel first appeared in playful form before it was embodied in the railroad and the motor car” (Mumford, 2010 [1934]: 101):


The spirit of play enfranchised the mechanical imagination. Once the organization of the machine had started, however, the idle amusements of the aristocracy did not long remain idle.



By the early 19th century, the clock had changed from an ‘idle amusement’ into a tool of tight control over timing – in factories, hospitals, schools, prisons, transport systems, in short in all institutions of public life, though leisure time still allowed some relief from the control of time. Here, for example, is part of the design of a school day in an early 19th-century French École Normal (quoted in Foucault, 1975: 150):


8.45 entrance of the monitor, 8.53 the monitor’s summons, 8.56 entrance of the children and prayer, 9.00 the children go to their benches, 9.04 the first slate, 9.08 end of dictation, 9.12 second slate…



In factories and elsewhere, the clock became an integral part of other machines, “training human beings to identify themselves with the unvarying regularity of the complex automaton”, as Andrew Ure wrote in The Philosophy of Manufactures: or An Exposition of the Scientific, Moral and Commercial Economy of the Factory System of Great Britain, published in 1835 (quoted in Mumford, 2010 [1934]: 173). This led to protests such as that of the Luddites, who, in the early 19th century, destroyed the weaving machines which threatened their traditional craftsmanship and livelihood, but this came to an end after seventeen of them were executed and others sent to Australia. In the 1870s, Frederick Winston Taylor took the ‘factory system’ a step further by breaking down actions into minute components.
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