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Have you ever watched someone standing in a museum, absolutely stuck in front of a painted portrait? Five 
minutes pass. Ten. People flow around them, but they stay, staring at that single face on the wall. 
 
Now imagine the same person looking at a photograph of that very same face. A quick glance. Maybe a 
second look: Nice photo. And then—scroll, swipe, move on. 
 
Why? What’s the difference? In both cases you see the same person, in color, on a flat surface. One is ink or 
pixels; the other is oil on canvas. Why does one hold us while the other lets us go? 
The difference, I would argue, is time. 

 
The Instant vs. the Interval 
A photograph captures the Now. No matter how beautifully it is composed, it is still a very thin slice of 
reality: one moment of your emotional, spiritual, and physical state, frozen. Everything you felt and thought 
five minutes before, and everything you will feel five minutes later, is absent. The shutter clicks, and that’s 
it—one frame, one instant. 
A painted portrait, especially a great one, is something else entirely. 
A serious portrait painter does not finish in a single moment. They spend days, sometimes weeks, moving 
with the sitter through time. Each session, the painter meets a slightly different version of the same person: 
more tired, more relaxed, more worried, more playful, more guarded, more open. None of those versions 
are wrong; each is just a different layer of truth. 
Every time the artist returns to the canvas, they add these layers. A shadow deepens under the eyes. A 
corner of the mouth softens. A tiny tension in the brow appears or disappears. Even if the sitter tries to hold 
the same pose, their mind cannot hold the same thought forever—and the face quietly betrays that. 
Brushstroke after brushstroke, the painter is not only copying the face in front of them. They are integrating 
the past sittings into the present one. Yesterday’s worry blends with today’s calm. Last week’s guardedness 
mixes with today’s brief moment of trust. Over time, the portrait becomes a compression of many “nows” 
into one surface. 
A photograph is one frame. 
A portrait is a movie blended into a single frame. 

 
A Concrete Example: Anna’s Portrait 
Let’s make this less abstract. 
Imagine Anna, a 35-year-old violinist. She needs a headshot for her website and a friend takes a wonderful 
photo of her: sharp, well-lit, professionally edited. In it, Anna smiles slightly, violin on her shoulder, eyes 
focused straight on the viewer. Anyone looking at the photo can say, “She seems warm, confident, and 
talented.” Click. Impression made. Move on. 
A year later, a painter decides to create a portrait of Anna for an upcoming exhibition on “Musicians and 
Time.” They schedule six sittings over three weeks. 

• First session: Anna arrives right after a rehearsal. She’s tired but excited about a new piece she is 
working on. Her eyes are bright, but there’s tension in her jaw. The artist blocks in the basic shapes 
of her face and posture, sketching that energy. 

• Second session: She comes after a difficult day—an argument with a colleague, a stressful phone 
call from home. Her smile is thinner, more forced. The artist sees it and softens the mouth on the 
canvas, introducing a hint of unease. 

• Third session: She has just played a small concert the evening before. She is calm and satisfied. Her 
shoulders are relaxed; there’s a quiet glow in her expression. The painter adds a gentler tilt to her 
head, warms the skin tones, and brightens the area around the eyes. 



• Fourth session: Anna talks about her childhood, about her first violin teacher and her fear of 
disappointing people. Her gaze drifts away from the painter, then returns. Something vulnerable 
appears for a few minutes in the eyes. The artist slightly adjusts the eyes and eyebrows—a barely 
visible change, but it adds depth, as if her look now hides both strength and fragility. 

• Fifth and sixth sessions: The artist refines details, balancing all these impressions. A suggestion of 
tiredness remains in the lines under the eyes. A softness from her calmer days sits in the curve of 
her mouth. A steadiness—her lifelong discipline and practice—settles into the posture of her neck 
and shoulders. 

When the portrait is finally finished and placed next to her original photograph at a small gallery show, 
here’s what happens: 

• Visitors glance at the photo: “Nice shot. She’s a violinist, right?” Two seconds, maybe three. 
• Then they step to the painting. They pause. They lean closer. They step back. Some wrinkle their 

brows as if trying to decode something. One person says, “She looks like she’s been through a lot, 
but she’s okay.” Another says, “She seems kind, but also guarded.” 

The painting did not change in front of them—they changed while looking at it. Each viewer is slowly 
“unrolling” the compressed time inside the portrait, adding their own emotions and interpretations to what 
they see. 
The photograph told them: This is what Anna looked like at 3:17 p.m. on a Tuesday. 
The portrait whispers: This is who Anna is… or might be… or once was… 
The photo closes the story quickly. 
The portrait invites you to keep reading. 

 
The Observer’s Time 
The other half of this magic is your time—the time you decide to invest as an observer. 
A photograph usually fits into the rhythm of our scrolling: fast, light, disposable. You glance, you register, 
you move on. Most photos are not asking you for much; they behave like polite strangers in a crowd. 
A portrait, on the other hand, behaves more like a conversation partner. It doesn’t give you everything at 
once. It waits to see whether you are willing to stay. The longer you look, the more you start to notice: 

• A small asymmetry in the lips. 
• A shadow that suggests fatigue or worry. 
• A spark in the eyes that hints at curiosity, or mischief, or resilience. 

You are not just looking; you are reading. And in reading, you are also writing—projecting your own 
experiences onto that face. Maybe you have been tired like that. Maybe you know the feeling of a forced 
smile. Maybe you, too, have carried pride and fear in the same pair of eyes. 
In that moment, the portrait becomes a silent dialogue: between the sitter, the artist, and you. 

 
A Compressed Movie in One Frame 
So for me, the difference between a photo and a painted portrait is crystal clear: 

• The photo is a slice of time—a precise, thin, accurate Now. 
• The portrait is stacked time—many Nows, blended and compressed into a single image. 

The painter and sitter move through time together, and the canvas quietly records their journey. Later, you 
arrive as a viewer and “press play” using only your eyes and your patience, letting the hidden movie unroll in 
your mind. 

 
Your Next Museum Visit 
Next time you are in an art museum—or even passing by a portrait in a hallway—try this little experiment. 

1. Let your attention be caught by the first portrait that “pulls” you, even a little. 
2. Stop. Stand in front of it for at least a full minute (which is longer than it sounds). 
3. As you look, ask yourself: 

o What emotions can I sense in this face? 
o Do I see more than one emotion at once? 
o If this face were a movie, what scenes might be hidden inside it? 



Don’t hurry. Give the portrait time to give you its time. 
You may discover that what first looked like a single still image is actually a whole story folded into one 
frame—a story of a person, of an artist, and now, of you, the observer. 
And that, I believe, is why a painted portrait—unlike a photo—can hold you in place, quietly, almost against 
your will, as if something from another time is asking you to stay a little longer. 
 
 
 

 


