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S en sin g  Film:

A  Cognitive Approach to F ilm  Narration and C om prehension

A  Ph.D . Dissertation

A bstract

This dissertation is w ritten  w ith in  the sub-field of cognitive film  

theory. It dem onstrates som e of the  benefits of cognitive science research  

for the understanding  of cinem atic  n a rra tion  and com prehension. In  

particu lar it tries to address a p ro b lem  in  film narratology, nam ely , th a t it 

relies heavily on  literary m odels, a n d  does not adequately  describe  the  

particu lars of the film m edium . T his thesis makes a  tw ofold  claim: first, 

film  interpretation should  be considered  n o t only as a p rocedu re  of h ig h  

o rd er cognitive m echanism s (such  as problem  solving, m em ory  retrieval, 

etc.). Instead, interpretation sh o u ld  be considered to be b ased  o n  the 

in teraction  betw een low o rder sense  an d  m edium  specific percep tion  

(attention to visual and  aural in fo rm ation  from  the environm ent), a n d  the 

aforem entioned high o rder cognitive m echanism s. Second, v isual 

percep tion  an d  cognition operate  d ifferently  from  language percep tion  

an d  cognition, and  these differences affect the construction o f the 

narra tive  by the spectator. These tw o  claim s are dem onstra ted  by  a  close 

look a t the issues of poin t of v iew  (as a n  exam ple of a  device in  narration), 

an d  gap  filling (as a form  of inference an d  hypotheses m ak ing  by  a 

perceiver, and  therefore an  essential tool o f com prehension). The claim s 

of this dissertation are su ppo rted  b y  a  sho t by shot analysis o f several 

scenes from  conventional na rra tive  film s.
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Introduction

Films overw helm  o u r senses w ith  im ages, w ords, so u n d  effects, 

a n d  m usic. It is a lm ost a  m iracle th a t w h en  w e leave the theatre w e can 

p rov ide  a  coherent sum m ary  of the story. Som ehow  w e m anage to 

process the w ealth  of sensory inform ation in to  a linear, causal p lo t — a 

narrative. M oreover, w h en  view ing a  conventional narra tive film , many 

of u s  w ill sum m arize the p lo t in  relatively sim ilar term s. B ut certainly, we 

d o  n o t all "read" every film  in  the sam e w ay, or a t least w e m ay disagree 

ab o u t a film 's in terpretation, overall m eaning, an d  politics.

Recent postm odern  theories, as w ell as reader-response criticism, 

g ive a n  explanation of w hy  w e un ders tand  artistic texts differently. 

A ccording to these theories (in grossly generalized term s), the m eaning of 

a  tex t is open; m eaning is a p roduct o f how w e read  the text, a n d  is 

influenced by  ou r iden tity  politics a n d  education. But if w e accept such 

theories of m eaning, w e have few er resources to explain  w hy  w e actually 

in te rp re t conventional cinem a generally in  the sam e w ays. A t the same 

tim e, text-oriented theories like form alism , structuralism  a n d  semiotics 

g ive a n  account of the p roduction  of m eaning o u t of a g iven  segm ent of a 

text, b u t this account is based  on  textual features an d  therefore does not 

a llow  for differences in  interpretation. It is the pu rpose  of this thesis to try 

and  articulate w hy, despite  indiv idual identity  differences, w e 

com prehend  the narratives of m ainstream  fictional cinem a in  m uch  

sim ilar w ays, tha t is w e agree on  p lo t events, their order, etc. But a t the 

sam e tim e, w e som etim es in terp ret the  sam e film  in  different w ays, that is 

w e ascribe certain  m oral status to the different to characters, categorize the 

film  as belonging to a philosophical o r political position, etc. U sing

1
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research from  cognitive psychology I shall give a n  account of film  

perception, and  then  b u ild  o n  this perception to explain the operation of 

h igher cognitive processes in  decoding films: those of comprehension, 

interpretation, an d  the p ro d u ctio n  of m eaning o u t of textual signs.1

Film com m unicates th ro u g h  the vise of im ages, verbal language, 

m usic and  sound effects, an d  each of these stylistic channels of 

inform ation is cognitively processed in  a different way. In  this 

dissertation, though, I  w ill focus only o n  two of those channels: language 

an d  im age. I hope tha t in  the fu tu re  this m odel could  be expanded  to 

m usic and sound effects as well.

Based on  the typology (of perception), I propose a  revision of 

existing models of film  com prehension. This approach  will account for 

the w ays in  w hich the percep tion  of textual m aterial influences both 

narra tion  tactics a n d  the  specta to rs ' p roduction of hypotheses about the 

developm ent of the plot. A  cognitive understand ing  of film  narration and  

com prehension w ill also shed  ligh t on  the general interpretive practices 

em ployed during  the v iew ing  of a  film. In this thesis I propose a 

theoretical fram ew ork th a t sheds ligh t on  bottom -up perception and top- 

d o w n  cognition, an d  p rovides a fram ew ork for experim entation on  the 

roles of language and  im age perception  in  film narra tion  and  

comprehension.

A  b rie f  personal h isto ry  o f m y in te res t in  th is  pro ject

While w orking o n  the shooting  script (a b reakdow n of the script 

in to  a  detailed sho t list) o f m y s tu d en t film High Wire, I came to draft a

1 The terms: comprehension, interpretation, and meaning production will be defined 
and explained in detail throughout the dissertation.

2
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pivotal scene. In  the  film , a  m arried  coup le  p re tend  to be hav ing  a n  affair 

w ith  each o th e r in  a n  attem pt, am ong o th e r  things, to liven  u p  their 

m arital life. A ccording to the script, th e  first th ird  of the film keeps the  

audience th in k in g  of the tw o as lovers. T hen  comes the revelation  th a t 

they are actually  m arried , and  from  th a t p o in t on, there is a  psychological 

deterio ra tion  of the  w om an 's m ental s ta te , to  the  poin t th a t the g am e has 

to be stopped . N ow , I w as com ing to p la n  the sho t list o f the d iscovery  

that the lovers are  actually  m arried.

In  the scrip t, (w hich I had w ritte n  a  few  m onths earlier), the 

couple 's six y ea r o ld  d augh te r "catches*’ the tw o on  the couch (naked 

un d er an  afghan), a fter a  lovem aking scene. W e hear the g irl saying  

"Mommy, I  can ’t sleep," an d  then w e see  her a t the doorw ay. I in ten d ed  

for the aud ience to th ink  the couple w as caught by  the girl, and  th en  to be 

su rp rised  as the  m an  gets u p  to escort th e  girl back to her room . T he scene 

then  cuts to the  hallw ay, w here the  g irl starts a  line w ith  the w ord  "D addy 

. . . "  A t this po in t, I w as hoping, m y  aud ience w ould  realize that the 

"lover" is actually  the father and h usband , a n d  that the couple are p lay ing  

a  game.

W orking  o n  the shooting scrip t I h a d  to decide how  to let the 

audience k n o w  tha t the couple w ere actually  m arried. T hat is, I h a d  to 

decide w here  to shoo t from , in how  m an y  shots, and  of w ha t fram e size 

(long shot, close-up, etc.). Loyal to m y p ersona l filmic aesthetics I w as 

in terested  in  shooting  the  scene in  as few  shots as possible. M uch like 

A ndr£ Bazin, I believe in  long takes, w h ere  the action is developed 

th rough  the u se  of d e p th  of space, ra th e r  th an  th rough  ed iting .2 In

2 See Andre Bazin What Is Cinema. I &TI. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1971.

3
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ad d itio n  to this aesthetic choice, I  believed in  subtlety a n d  non 

redundancy  of inform ation: if som ething w as conveyed visually , there 

w as n o  need to repeat i t  verbally . I therefore p lanned to sh o o t a  sho t of 

the couple on  the couch from  the girl's po in t of view, then  cu t to show  the 

girl (from  the parents p o in t o f view), and  then  back to the paren ts, w here 

d a d  stands up  and  leaves the  fram e. We then  cut to a  p o in t of v iew  shot 

from  the wife's perspective, a n d  w e hear the girl's line w hile  seeing both  

father and  daughter from  their back, leaving the frame.

This p lan  d id  n o t take into account the fact tha t d u e  to the 

com plexity of the story  an d  the  shortness of the film  (only 12 m inutes in  

total), the scene h ad  to explicitly m ark  and  em phasize the epistem ological 

shift ("not lovers b u t a  m arried  couple") to the audience. A n d  it is h a rd  to 

achieve explicitness in  a  long  shot, w hich is full of details, a n d  is scarce in  

em otions. Close-ups, o n  the o th er hand, w ou ld  convey m u ch  m ore clearly 

the em otions and  reactions o f  all involved, thus directing the  audience 

tow ard  a concrete in te rp reta tion  of the scene. Luckily, m y 

cinem atographer (who secretly d isagreed  w ith  my long sh o t aesthetics) 

sho t a few  close-ups w h en  I w as n o t noticing. In editing, therefore, I h ad  a 

close-up of the w om an's reaction  from  the couch, b u t no t a  d o se -u p  of the 

daugh te r or the husband. Consequently, the scene is n o t as d e a r  as it 

needs to be. W hile the strongest hypothesis proposed by  v iew ers is the 

in tended  one, m ost audiences tend  to feel insecure abou t the m eaning of 

the scene, some in terp reting  the  w hole couch affair as the w ife’s fantasy, 

an d  som e, because of the lack of d ie dose-up  of the m an, even  say  "her 

lover looks so m uch  like her husband." Ironically, the po rtraya l of the 

psychological state of the hero ine benefits from  this confusion, as the 

audience is as lost in  this rela tionsh ip  as she is. Despite th is sm all comfort,

4
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the experience w as frustrating , as an  u n ders tand ing  of the tw ist in  the p lo t 

is crucial for the un d ers tan d in g  of the w hole film.

My failure in  p rov id ing  a coherent sto ry  in  High Wire is n o t atypical 

for film  students. U nlike students, m uch  of the skill of professional 

directors and  ed ito rs in  narrative cinem a is evaluated  according to their 

ability to plan, shoo t a n d  ed it a  film, so as to create a coherent story. 

Suspense and  m islead ing  inform ation are carefully  used , an d  then  usually  

overtly negated (som etim es even repeatedly, o r a t least th rough  the use  of 

m ultiple inform ation tracks, i.e., visuals, d ialogue, action, etc.), so as to no t 

"lose" the audience to  the  w rong interpretive track. Indeed, m uch  of the 

joy of film v iew ing is in  producing the righ t hypothesis as to w hat is about 

to happen, b u t m ain tain ing  a sense of insecurity  abou t that hypothesis 

until the very end  of the film. Should w e know  exactly w hat's about to 

happen  we w ou ld  b e  bored ; should w e be to tally  m isled, w e w ould be 

frustrated. A  good  film m aker walks the fine line be tw een  the two options, 

constantly affirm ing som e hypotheses, w hile canceling others. A nd  m uch 

of the production  process of a  film  is devoted  to decisions about when and  

haw to disclose a  p iece of information, so as to control an d  direct 

hypothesis m aking.

Since the m ak ing  of High Wire I have im proved  m y storytelling 

skill, an d  I am  now  capable of leading m y audience w here  I w ant the story 

to go. But since the High Wire experience I have been  fascinated w ith  the 

w ays in  w hich the struc tu re  of a  film (or its en tire  discours if one wishes), 

influences the w ays in  w hich  w e as view ers, derive  m eaning  and pleasure 

ou t of a  film. W hen I s ta rted  to look for theoretical m ateria l on  the subject, 

I  w as d isappoin ted  w ith  the level of generality of m ost w riting  on the 

topic. W hile form alism  an d  semiotics deal w ith  m eaning  production  on

5
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the micro level o f ind iv idua l signs, narratology discusses p lo t and  

narrative structures m ostly  in  the context of large-scale generalized 

m odels. Film narrato logy, in  particular, deals w ith  p lo t structures, 

narration, and  practices of discourse, b u t very little a tten tion  is p a id  to the 

actual source of inform ation, i.e., images, dialogue, m usic  and  sound 

effects. M oreover, the issues of h o w  we process these d ifferent channels 

of information, and  h ow  their processing influences o u r hypothesis 

m aking and ou r understand ing  of films are very  rarely raised. In  this 

dissertation I a ttem pt to u se  m y film m aking know ledge in  order to stay as 

close as possible to actual textual practices, while a ttem pting  to construct a 

theoretical m odel of film  view ing an d  understanding. I  am  particularly 

interested in  the p roduction  of m eaning ou t of concrete signs, and  its 

influence on  the overall construction of the p lo t and  the film.

Theoretical F ram ew ork

Many contem porary  academ ic disciplines are in terested  in  the 

question of the p roduction  of m eaning. The range includes fields that 

focus mainly on  the question  of m eaning itself, like philosophy of 

language or m ind, an d  linguistics. But at the sam e tim e cognitive and 

com puter sciences are in terested  in  the im plication of know ledge about 

the ways hum ans produce  m eaning, for com puter technology and  

artificial intelligence. Critical thinking in the hum anities has also led to an  

interest in the artistic devices and  functioning of signs a n d  their 

correlative in terpretive processes. The fields of sem iotics, structuralism  

and  reader-response criticism  are preoccupied w ith  the p roduction  of 

m eaning out of artistic texts. I t is the purpose of this d issertation  to 

conjugate som e of these fields, in  an  attem pt to p ropose n ew  perspectives

6
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o n  narrative com prehension. B ut before sta ting  the specific claims of this 

thesis, I need  to describe in  g rea ter detail the fields th a t a re  relevant to 

film  theory. Film  theory  is a  young  field, w h ich  em erged  m ostly o u t of 

the  w ell-established disciplines of literary stud ies, linguistics and  to som e 

degree philosophy. In  its early  days, film  (then  called  the movies, 

p ictures, etc.) w as considered  to be m ostly a n  en te rta inm en t m edium , an d  

film  researchers tried  to qualify it  as a serious art. The reliance on  w ell 

respected  literary  studies, an d  the a ttem pt to a p p ly  linguistic  m odels to 

film  analysis w ere done partia lly  in  order to red eem  film 's respect as an  

a rt  form , and  to establish  film  studies as a creditab le  field  of inquiry. But 

the application of literary  a n d  linguistic m odels to  film  is problem atic. 

W hile literary theorists an d  linguists study verbal m essages, film 

com m unicates w ith  im ages as w ell as w ith  verba l languages. The 

linguistic m odels applied , an d  the a ttem pt to qualify  film  as a language 

(or a t least a  language system ), neglected to trea t film  in  its m edium  

specific conditions (i.e., im ages, an d  sounds). F ilm  narratologists an d  

cognitive film  theorists, for their part, often s trugg le  to address the 

m ultiplicity of sensory in form ation  in  film, a n d  as a  resu lt they p roduce  

m odels that do  n o t account for the  com plexity of the experience. In  the 

follow ing pages I p rov ide  a  brief review  of the d ifferen t fields involved in  

the stu d y  of film  com prehension  an d  in terpretation , a n d  I m ap them  

according to their relevance to this study.

Film an d  literary  criticisms have been  p re-occupied  w ith  the 

relationship betw een  the  perceiver and the text, o r h o w  m eaning and  

conten t are to be understood . The early half of the  cen tu ry  saw  the
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em ergence of form alism , struc tu ra lism  a n d  semiotics.3 Semiotics an d  

form alism  regard  the  text as a  system  of signs, which can be understood  

as a  relationship b e tw een  a signifier (a com m unicative practice) to  a 

signified (an object, o r  a  concept). S tructuralism  took into account the 

w ays in  w hich the text is o rganized  in to  m eaningful clusters of 

inform ation. A ccording to these theories, if one is able to decode all the 

signs (verbal, im age based , m etaphoric, etc.) and to form ulate the 

structural devices em ployed, one is able to understand the text. In  o ther 

w ords, the text is the  locus for m eaning, w hich  is com m unicated th ro u g h  

sets of signs an d  form alistic devices. But Reader-response Criticism  has 

since pointed ou t th a t readers tend  to form  a  relationship to the text, and  

tha t this relationship is n o t un iversal for all readers, b u t is particu lar to 

each  reader, an d  is d ep en d en t on  ideology and  on the identity  of the 

rea d e r.4 This iden tity  is based  on  factors such  as race, gender, age, 

religion, nationality, etc. M eaning, according to this approach, is 

negotiated  betw een each  and  every reader and  the text, and  canno t be 

inheren t to the text. In  addition , post-structuralism , post-m odernism  and  

deconstruction theories challenged the notion that the m eaning is in the 

text, by  shaking the (previously assum ed) tight relations betw een  the 

signifier and  the sign ified .5 If the signifier does not autom atically refer to 

a concrete signified, there  is a gap  to be  filled by the in terpretive process.

3 For literary and film formalism see the works of Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, Tynianov, 
Pudovkin and Eisenstein. For Structuralism see the works of Jakobson, Levi-Strauss, 
Todorov, Barthes and Genette. For cinematic semiotics see the works of Eco, Metz and 
Pasolini.

4 See Hall, Fish, Fiske, Bennett, and Glasgow Media Group.

5 See Derrida, Foucault, Kristeva, Barthes, and, specifically for film, Ropars-Wuilleumier, 
Ryan, Ulmer, Brunette, Wills, and Heath.
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A nd  the interpretive activity is a  subjective a n d  relative one, dependent on 

the specific inclinations o f a n  individual.

Recent film  and  lite rary  narratology too, urge u s  no t to look a t the 

processing of 'bo ttom -up" (textual an d  structural inform ation) only. It is 

im portan t (some argue, even  m ore im portant) to account for other 

activities of the brain, the ones generally called "top-down" processes. 

T op-dow n operations are  those th a t are associated w ith  beliefs and 

expectations we bring to the  perception of the text (such as generic 

expectation, general know ledge, etc.). In addition, the text leaves m uch 

inform ation to be p rov ided  by  the im agination of the perceiver. 

D ram atically crucial in form ation  is often strategically n o t provided, so as 

to create a  dram atic effect, one tha t w ill lead to suspense, surprise, and  

g rea ter em otional involvem ent of the perceiver. These gaps evoke the 

perceiver to apply  a range of m ental activities in  o rder to bridge them 

w ith  inform ation, or hypotheses.6 In  the case of red u n d an t information, 

one uses one's everyday know ledge about the w orld, so as to imagine 

w h a t had  happened du ring  the tem poral or spatial gap, in  order to 

achieve a sense of closure. In  the case of a generic film, one uses one's 

know ledge about the genre in  o rder to provide this m issing information. 

B ut in  the case of dram atically  crucial information, the perceiver is not 

only im agining, b u t is also p roducing  hypotheses abou t w hat is m issing 

an d  how  it will affect the p lo t line. These hypotheses are complex m ental 

activities which involve m em ory  retrieval, problem  solving techniques, 

a n d  the psychological desire  to achieve narrative closure. Inference 

m aking  and  the above m entioned  h ig h  order cognitive activities have

6 For a comprehensive discussion of gap filling in literature see the work of Iser and 
Ingarden.
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been stud ied  q u ite  extensively in  the p a s t fe w  years, b u t the research 

refrains from  determ in ing  the rela tionsh ip  be tw een  the perception of 

"bottom-up" in form ation  and  the "top-dow n" processes.7 It is the p u rp o se  

of this thesis to  explore the particular m echan ism s of film perception  a n d  

cognition an d  h o w  the "bottom-up" an d  the  "top-dow n" interact to 

produce narra tive  com prehension.

Cognitive film  theorists, for their p a rt, have been  focusing their 

attention on  the  m ed iu m  as m ostly a  v isua l m ed ium . The photographic  

m oving im age seem s "real" by a  series o f technical m anipulations 

(involving the cam era and  the projector), a n d  the audience is aw are  of 

those m anipulations. Yet, a t the tim e of percep tion , perceivers are 

consum ed in to  the realistic experience of w h a t unfolds on the screen, as if 

these events (w hich w ere shot som etim e in  the  past, and  then edited) a re  

actually occurring  in  fron t of their eyes. M u ch  of the cognitive film 

literature is d evo ted  to a n  exploration of the  n a tu re  of the filmic illusion.8 

But these theorists often treat film as if it  is  com prised  of images only, a n d  

ignore the im pact of the dialogue, m usic, a n d  so u n d  effects. A  full 

cognitive account of film  narration needs to add ress the m edium  in its fu ll 

complexity.

7 A partial list includes: David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film. (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), and Making Meaning: Inference and Rhetoric in 
the Interpretation of cinema. (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1989); 
Edward Branigan, Narrative Comprehension and Film. (Routledge, 1992); Ian Douglas, 
Film and Meaning. (Contirmum Publications, 1988); David Bovd. Film and the 
Interpretive Process. (Peter Lang, 1989), and Warren Buckland, The Film Spectator. 
(Amsterdam University Press, 1995).

8 See Gregory Currie, Image and Mind: Film. Philosophy, and Cognitive Science. New  
York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1995; Richard Allen, Projecting Illusion: Film 
Spectatorship and the Impression of Reality. New  York, NY: Cambridge University
Press, 1995; Trevor Ponech "Visual Perception and Motion Picture Spectatorship," 
Cinema Toumal 37:1.1997, pp. 85-100.
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Theses

The term  "narra tive"  represen ts a complex rela tionsh ip  b e tw een  a 

text and  the p lo t i t  tells. W hile the  p lo t is em bedded  in to  the  text, the text 

p rovides m uch  in fo rm ation  (like descrip tion of places, characters, etc.) 

w hich  is no t necessarily d irectly  relevant to the construction  of the plot. 

G regory Currie claim s that:

A  text is a  na rra tive  in  v irtu e  of the story it tells. A  tex t is a 

sequence o f w ords o r sentences, som ething w hich can  be u tte red  by 

som eone — an  a u th o r  pe rh ap s -  on a particu lar occasion. A  sto ry  is 

a set of p ropositions to the effect that this happened , an d  then  that 

happened, that th is h ap p en in g  caused that to h ap p en , that 

character A  w as invo lved  in  such and such a w ay in  in itiating  

causation, that character B w as affected thus and  so .9 

The narrative, then, is the  p ro d u c t of a m ental activity tha t the  perceiver of 

the text perform s in  o rd e r to com prehend the story  events. A nd  the story 

is a  re-organization of tex tual inform ation into a cause-and-effect chain  of 

propositions. This view  o f narra tive  is common, and  designates the 

agreem ent that the  narra tive  is a p roduct of h igh o rder cognitive activities 

(such as re-organization o f  textual m aterial into cause-and-effect order), 

w hich  result in  o rgan ization  in to  propositional sets. This m o d e l is 

sensible w hen w e discuss verbal narratives, as language len d s itself easily

9 Gregory Currie, Image and Mind: Film. Philosophy and Cognitive Science. NY:
Cambridge University Press, 1995, P. 232.
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to propositional arrangem ent of logical relations. But in  the case of film,, 

this narratorial m o d el presents num erous problem s. Jacob L othe points 

ou t that:

. .  .a lthough  film  com m unication clearly has points of contact w ith  

verbal com m unication, the film  m ed ium  is very d ifferen t from  the 

verbal fo rm  of com m unication w e m eet in  narrative texts. [ . . . ]  the 

narra tive  com m unication m odel refers to language a n d  n o t to 

film .10

Lothe alludes to a  separa tion  betw een the discussion of narra tive  as a  h igh  

order cognitive p roduct, an d  the discussion of the film experience, w hich 

is not just verbal an d  propositional. Tom  G unning, too, asserted  that:

The concept o f narrativization focuses the transform ation  of 

show ing in to  telling, film 's bending  of its excessive rea lism  to 

narra tive  pu rposes.11 

Gunning here postu la tes the idea that the visual "show ing" o f narra tive  

events is som ehow  translated  into "telling" o r a  verbal narra tive . T hat is, 

the visual m aterial cannot tell a  story in  its ow n  right, b u t has to som ehow  

be translated to a  linguistic m edium  in  o rder to become a narra tive . A nd 

David Bordw ell claim s that:

10 Jacob Lothe Narrative in Fiction and Film: An Introduction NY: Oxford University 
Press, 2000, P.13.

11 Tom Gunning D.W. Griffith and the Origins of American Narrative Film. Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1991. P.17
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Viewing is synoptic, tied to the tim e of the tex t's  presentation, and  

literal; i t  does n o t require  translation in to  verbal term s.

Interpreting (reading) is dissective, free of the text's tem porality, 

and symbolic; i t  relies u p o n  propositional language.12 

Bordwell here m akes a  d istinction  betw een film percep tion  and  

interpretation, an d  he claim s that the construction of the  narrative 

(interpretation) operates separately from  the percep tion  o f bottom -up 

filmic inform ation. Janet Staiger, on  the o ther hand , argues w ith  Bordwell 

w hen  she says:

I disagree w ith  B ordw ell's belief that view ing o r perceiving can be 

separated, except in  the m ost theoretical w ay, from  interpreting or 

reading. I believe that in terpretational propositions inform 

perception and  view ing.13 

Staiger is a reception stud ies theorist, and  she strongly  believes that 

perception is governed  by  top-dow n belief operations, tha t is, that the 

very perception of low -level inform ation is alw ays ideologically biased. I 

w ill perform  a  m ore elaborate critique of bo th  B ordw ell's an d  Staiger's 

positions in chapter 4, b u t  for the time being I w ou ld  like to po in t ou t that 

neither one specifies the relationship  betw een percep tion  of bottom -up 

inform ation and  the h ig h  o rder cognitive operations w h ich  are both 

required  for the construction of the narrative.

12 David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film. op. cit. P. 30.
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The first claim of this thesis is th a t film  in terpretation  sh o u ld  be 

considered  n o t ju st as a  p rocedure  of h ig h  o rder cognitive m echanism s 

(such as p rob lem  solving, m em ory  retrieval, etc.). Instead, n a rra tiv e  

com prehension  and in terpretation  sh o u ld  be  considered to b e  based  on  

the in teraction  betw een bo ttom -up  sense perception a n d  those h ig h  o rd er 

cognitive m echanism s m entioned above. In  the th ird  chap ter of this thesis 

I p rov ide  a  few  specific exam ples o f h o w  this interaction b e tw een  

percep tion  a n d  interpretation w orks, particu larly  w hen  it com es to 

n arra to ria l tactics. I will focus on  p o in t of v iew  as a (very effective) 

n a rra to ria l device that exem plifies h o w  crucial bottom -up p ercep tio n  is, to 

narra tive  com prehension. In  particu lar, I w ill analyze tw o scenes, one 

from  The Silence o f the Lambs, and  th e  o ther from  Rambling Rose.

The second claim of this thesis is tha t visual perception  and  

cognition operate  differently from  language perception and  cogn ition  an d  

th a t these differences affect how a n d  what w e rem em ber of th a t 

inform ation, an d  consequently also affect such  high o rder opera tions as 

the construction  of the narrative. G enerally  speaking, w hile n a tu ra l 

languages are  highly coded (com prised of arbitrary  signs w h ich  refer to 

signifieds by  so tia l convention), im ages are very  specific an d  p articu la r, 

an d  they  requ ire  none or little decod ing , in  o rder for us to u n d e rs tan d  

them . T he coded, language based  in fo rm ation  is com pacted fo r storage in  

the brain , a n d  cognitive scientists a rg u e  abou t the scale an d  arch itectu re  of

13 Janet Staiger, Interpreting Films: Studies in the Historical reception of Cinema.
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these storage un its .14 B ut im ages are processed a n d  sto red  differently 

th an  language sequences, u sin g  bo th  prepositional sets, prototypical 

scenarios, and  holistic depictive representations. T he m ost d irect effect of 

these perceptual an d  cognitive differences is on  the construction  of the 

m em ory of this inform ation: w h a t is highly codified an d  categorized is 

m ore likely to be consciously rem em bered than  w h a t is sto red  as is (an 

image). This difference in  m em ory  storage of im ages an d  language, in  

tu rn , has an  effect on  the  w ays w e come u p  w ith  inferences, produce ou r 

hypotheses and  fill in  na rra tive  gaps. It is com m only agreed  u p o n  that the 

narra tion  of a  film is n o t com plete w ithout the active participation  of the 

perceiver. The film  rarely  p rov ides all the in form ation  needed  to 

understand  the plot. I t u sually  refrains from  giving som e inform ation that 

is dram atically crucial for the understand ing  of the  p lo t, thus encouraging 

the view er to produce hypo theses about w hat h a p p e n e d /is  abou t to 

happen , and  to fill in  na rra tive  gaps based on  those assum ptions. Upon 

closure, some of these hypotheses are to be confirm ed, som e negated, and  

som e altered, and  usually  the gaps w ould be filled b y  the text. O ur

Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992. P. 64.

14 Marvin Minsky uses the concept of frames, with slots for new information (see "A 
Framework for Representing Knowledge" in P.H. Winston (ed.) The Psychology of 
Computer Vision. NY. McGraw Hill, 1975. PP. 211-277). Schank and Abelson discuss 
scripts, which are sequences of already known experiences (see Scripts. Plans. Goals and 
Understanding. Hillside, NJ: Erlbau, 1977. Ch. 3, p. 52-68). Jerry Fodor talks about a 
much larger scale unit, the module, which covers all of the syntactic or the semantic 
operations (see "Precis of the Modularity of the Mind” in Behavioral and Brain Sciences. 
8:1-5,1985). McClelland, Smolensky, Rumelhart, Hinton and others refute the 
hierarchical nature of all the previous architectonic models, and instead they propose the 
idea of parallel distribution processing (see "Schemata and Sequential thought processes 
in PDP Models." in Parallel Distributed Processing, vol.l: 3-40,1986).
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in terest in  narrative fiction film  arises partly  because of ou r involvem ent 

in  the production  of the narrative o f the film. M y claim here is th a t w h en  

encountering a  narratorial gap, w e use  all perceived inform ation (images, 

d ialogue, music) to produce o u r hypotheses. But we are m ore consciously 

aw are of the hypotheses tha t w ere  p roduced  based  on highly codified 

inform ation (such as language), w hile w e m ay no t be able to articulate 

w hy  w e m ake certain hypotheses w h ich  are based  on less codified 

inform ation (such as images). Sim ilarly, because we are less consciously 

aw are of v isual inform ation processing, w e m ay assume a gap  exists, 

w hile in  effect, the inform ation is p ro v id ed  by  the image channel of the 

text. I shall call these gaps illusory gaps, g iven that the inference is m ade 

based  o n  actual perceived inform ation, an d  not on  hypotheses production . 

In  the fou rth  chapter I w ill give exam ples of bo th  real and illusory gaps, 

a n d  I w ill provide an  account of cognitive gap  filling. The filmic exam ples 

I w ill analyze are from  Dead Poets Society and  Dangerous Liasions.

T hesis O u tline

The first chapter discusses the  cu rren t problem s in  film 

narratology, and  suggests tha t a  cognitive approach can resolve som e of 

these problem s. In particular, I look a t the problem s that arise from  the 

fact that film  narratology relies so heavily  on literary narratology, a n d  is 

therefore som ew hat b lind  to the m ed iu m  specific attributes of the film  

experience (i.e. to the fact tha t film  is also told visually, and  no t only 

verbally). I examine the concepts of enunciation, localization and  p o in t of
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view  as specific exam ples o f the  problem atics of m ed iu m  transference of 

theoretical term s. G enerally p u t, in  literature, enunciation  refers to a  

speaking agent, focalization to  a n  experiencing agent, a n d  po in t of v iew  to 

the actual restrictions o n  w h a t  one sees (often a device in  focalization).

B ut in  film these nea t categories blur. Filmic enunciation  m ay  no t be  

verbal, and  focalization m ay  b e  conveyed no t necessarily th rough  p o in t of 

view  structure. In  this c h a p te r  I show  that film ic enunciation, focalization 

a n d  po in t of v iew  operate  in  m ultip le  w ays v ia  linguistic, m usical a n d  

visual m eans, an d  create com plex  and  som etim es contradictory  narratives.

In  the second chap ter I  review  research from  cognitive psychology 

tha t helps establish  the g ro u n d  for a cognitive analysis of film  narra tion  

a n d  com prehension. This c h ap te r is a w ide overview  of perception, 

cognition, an d  m em ory sto rage, of bo th  visual an d  verbal inform ation. I 

w ill first discuss the concept o f m eaningful percep tion  a n d  then talk a b o u t 

the respective differences in  th e  perception of language a n d  visual 

m aterial. The differences in  low -level perception affect cognitive 

processing a t h igh  levels, su c h  as categorization an d  m em ory  storage. 

W hile I give num erous exam ples from  different films, a n d  focus in  g rea ter 

detail on the opening  scene o f  Once Upon A  Time In The West, the film ic 

exam ples shou ld  be read  ju s t as illustrations of the cognitive findings. The 

full application of the m ateria l from  this chapter to the issues at h an d  is 

only perform ed in  the th ird  a n d  fourth  chapters.

The th ird  chapter d iscusses narration. The first p a r t  of the chap ter 

review s the sem iotic and  s truc tu ra list m odels of narra tion , and  points o u t 

the problem s w ith  such  a  lingu istic  based  approach. I w ill then  review  the 

w ork  of several cognitive film  theorists, particularly  as i t  pertains to 

narratology, an d  suggest a  cognitive extension of E d w ard  B ranigan 's
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m odel of narra tion . The extension accounts for the actual channel of 

inform ation (verbal o r visual), and  particu larly  focuses on  issues o f 

enunciation, focalization an d  poin t of view. T hrough  num erous film ic 

exam ples these cognitive concepts are g ro u n d ed  in  a  detailed  analysis.

The fo u rth  chap ter discusses the cognitive activity  of the perceiver, 

nam ely com prehension  an d  interpretation. The chap ter starts w ith  a 

review  of recep tion  stud ies theories, their contributions to the debate  on  

the activity of th e  perceiver, and  the lim itations of p resen t theories. I then 

propose a  cognitive account of com prehension an d  in terpretation, one  that 

takes into account b o th  bottom -up perceptions and  top-dow n 

assum ptions a n d  beliefs. In  the rest o f the chap ter I focus on  gap-filling 

practices as o ne  exam ple of textual m om ents th a t invite  the perceiver to 

come up  w ith  hypo theses about w hat has happened , o r about to h appen . 

These inferences, I d a im , are  guided  by  textual inform ation, and  a re  

sensitive to the  track th a t this inform ation w as delivered  in  (i.e. v isua l or 

verbal).

To su m  u p , th ro u g h  a discussion of po in t of v iew  and  enunciation  

(as m odes of narra tion - ch. 3), and gap  filling (as a  m ode of in terpretation- 

ch. 4) I w ill show  in  th is d issertation th a t  (1) in te rp reta tion  of film shou ld  

be considered to  be b ased  o n  the interaction betw een  bottom -up sense 

perception an d  h ig h  o rd er cognitive operations; an d  (2) that visual 

perception a n d  cognition  operate differently from  language percep tion  

and  cognition, an d  th a t these differences affect the activity of the 

construction of the  n arra tive  by a perceiver.

Finally, in  m y condusion  I try to outline som e w ays in  w hich  the 

ideas I have exp lored  in  the  thesis m ight receive fu rth er application in  film 

narratology. In  add ition , I suggest som e areas in  w hich  such a cognitive
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approach  to cinem a can enrich  a n d  im prove discussions of film theory 

general.
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Chapter 1

W hat Is W rong W ith Film Narratology?

A review o f the contributions and problematics o f applying literary

narratology to cinema.

Introduction

This chapter describes the cu rren t state of the young  discipline of 

film  narratology. In  o rder to focus the discussion of this large field, and  

exem plify som e of the field 's problem s I w ill exam ine the concepts of point 

o f view, enunciation and  focalization. In  this chapter I claim  that w hen 

applied  to a discussion of cinem a, these literary term s are borrow ed 

w ithou t a careful consideration  of the complex n a tu re  of the filmic 

m edium  and its com m unication system s. A n application of these literary 

term s to the discussion of film  is therefore inappropriately  reductive, and  

needs to be seriously re-evaluated. In the follow ing chapters I will offer a 

cognitive m odel of film narra tion  an d  com prehension, one that is 

hopefully able to solve som e of the problem s outlined  below.

N arratives are no t m erely  an  artistic product; they are a 

phenom enon com m on to m any aspects of our lives such  as our cultural 

and  personal histories, everyday  events w e tell each  other, news items, 

and  m ore. N arratives have been  s tud ied  as sets o f functions, as p lot 

structures, and as a form  of discourse; additional atten tion  has been 

focused on  reception and  on  the cognitive aspects of perception. In  the 

arts, narratives have been  explored and  stud ied  since the early days of 

dram a, and  the theoretical fram e applied  varies w ith  the historical period.
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G erald P rince  defines narra tive  as:

The recoun ting  (as p roduct an d  p rocess, object and  act, struc tu re  

and  structu ra tion) of one o r m ore  rea l o r fictitious events 

com m unicated  by  one, tw o o r several (m ore or less overt) na rra to rs 

to one, tw o, o r several (more or less overt) N arratees.1 

Regardless of th e  m ed ium  then, a  na rra tive  incorporates an  ac t of 

narrating , a n  e v e n t be ing  narra ted  a n d  a n  im p lied  audience. The issue  of 

the addressee — w h e th er a  real person  o r  a  fictional narratee — becom es 

even  more crucial w h en  one comes to d iscuss narration. As E dw ard  

B ranigan notes, "narra tion  refers no t to th e  sto ry  itself bu t to the knowing 

o f the story."2 T he  em phasis here is no t on ly  o n  the  source of the 

inform ation (the narrator), who controls "when" an d  "what" is to be 

d istributed , b u t  also  on  a  perceiver, w ho  m akes a  m eaningful story  o u t of 

the act of narra tion . W hether one w ants to perfo rm  a structural, 

phenom enological, o r reception-based analysis of narratives, this analysis 

is anchored in  th e  epistemological p ro d u c t a tta ined  by the perceiver.

The R ussian  Form alists d rew  a  d istinc tion  betw een jabula an d  

syuzhet The syuzhet refers to the story events as they are organized in  the 

text in  a  linear p rogression , though no t necessarily  in  causal relations. The 

jabula is a construct, a  re-organization of the  syuzhet into a causal chain  of 

sto ry  events in  th e  r ig h t tem poral order. T he jabula then is a  construct in  

the  m ind of the perceiver, a  re-telling of th e  n a rra tion  into a coherent 

story. In his d iscussion  of jabula and  syuzhet D avid  Bordwell concludes 

tha t "the fabula is thus a pattern  w hich  perceivers of narratives create

1 Gerald Prince, Dictionary of Narratology. University of Nebraska Press, 1987, p.58.

2 Edward Branigan, Point of View in the Cineam: A Theory of Narration and 
Subjectivity in Classical Film. Mouton Press, 1984. p.2.
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th ro u g h  assum ptions and  inferences."3 But it is d e a r  th a t the jabula is 

never independen t of the syuzhet The o rder and natu re  of the narration  

influences the p roduction  o f assum ptions and inferences o n  the side of the 

perceiver.

In  the follow ing pages I  w ill dem onstrate the  relationship  betw een 

the film  text as a  se t of struc tu ra l devices (exemplified by  focalization, 

enun tia tion , and  po in t of view ), to the  construction of the jabula by  the 

perceiver. But first, I need  to  discuss the com parativist project betw een 

lite ra tu re  and  film  in  general. Film  narratology is a  young  sub-discipline, 

w h ich  em erged o u t of the w ell-established field of literary  narratology. 

B ut the  transition from  lite ra tu re  to film  is often done w ithou t careful 

consideration of the specific m ateria l aspects of the m ed ium  (i.e.,, 

com m unication via im ages a n d  sounds vs. verbal language in  literature). 

A fter the general account of the  com parativist project, I w ill d iscuss the 

literary  concepts of focalization a n d  enuntiation , to be follow ed by a 

d iscussion  of how  these concepts w ere borrow ed into film narratology.

T he  C om parativ ist Project a n d  th e  Case of Film an d  L iterary 

N arrato logy

In  the Republic, Plato d istinguishes betw een tw o conceptions of 

narra tion , telling a nd  show ing (diegetic o r mimetic). Diegetic narration 

consists of verbal activity, a  telling, (w hich can be done in  the  voice of the 

narra to r, the poet, o r in  the voice of one of the characters). M im etic 

n a rra tio n  is based on  a  d ram atic  presentation, a  show ing o r a spectacle.

3 David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1985. p.49.
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The d istinction betw een  show ing and  telling h as been  m uch  debated 

th roughou t history. A t the turn  of this century  H enry  James called for 

w riters to w rite in  the m ode of show ing alone, so  as to let the story present 

itself to the reader, ra th e r than  telling o r sum m arizing  the events. In  the 

1960's, W ayne Booth an d  others revived the g lory  of "telling" as the 

preferable m ode of literary  transm ission. E dw ard  Branigan sum m arizes 

Booth’s categories of telling and  show ing. Concepts like narration, 

m ediation, sum m aries, description, ideas, and  language are associated 

w ith  telling. Showing, on  the other hand , is associated w ith  imitation, 

im m ediateness, scenes, dram a, presentation, im ages, and  pictures.4 M any 

theorists articulated the differences betw een show ing  and  telling, and  I 

shall give tw o exam ples. M arie-Laure R yan claim s that

The "m im etic stra tum " of the w ork  is n o t experienced as language 

b u t directly as w orld: the reader does n o t sim ply conclude "the 

narra to r says P " from  the narra tor's m im etic statem ents, he also 

derives "P is the  case" and regards P as a n  unm ediated  fact of the 

real w orld  of the  fictional universe.5 

This description of the  m im etic aspects of litera ture  is obviously very 

appealing  to cinem atic theory of narration. Sim ilarly, A ndre G auderault 

describes cinematic narra tion  and m onstration, a form  of telling and 

show ing, an d  he claims that:

4 Edward Branigan, op. cit., p.191.
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The "unipanctuality" to  w h ic h  the m onstrator is b o u n d  p reven ts  it 

irredudb ly  from  m o d u la tin g  th e  tem poral flow  of the n a rra tiv e—  

It is because the m onstrato r, a n y  m onstrator, clings so closely to  the  

im m ediacy of the "rep resen ta tio n "  that it is incapable of op en in g  

u p  this gap in  the tem poral c o n tin u u m ...  Only the na rra to r can  

sw eep us along on  its fly ing  ca rp e t through tim e.6 

But m any  objections have b een  p ro p o se d  to the distinction be tw een  

show ing  and  telling, and  I w o u ld  like  to quote here G erard  G enette, w ho 

dism isses the whole debate  as irre lev an t for verbal narratives.

. . .  in  contrast to d ram atic  represen tation , no narrative can  "show ” 

or "imitate” the story  it tells. A ll it  can do is tell it in  a m an n er 

w hich  is detailed, precise, "alive," and  in  that w ay give m ore  o r less 

the illusion of mimesis — w h ic h  is the only narrative m im esis, for 

this single and  sufficient reason : that narration, oral o r w ritten , is a  

fact of language, a n d  lan g u ag e  signifies w ithout im itating.7

G enette calls attention to the ab strac t an d  arbitrary natu re  of all n a tu ra l 

languages, w hereby a social con trac tual agreem ent, a  set of letters 

(organized as phonem es and  m orphem es) are agreed u p o n  to rep resen t, 

a n d  thus com m unicate an  object. T he  letters d-o-g do n o t im itate in  any

5 Marie-Laure Ryan, "Fiction as a Logical, Ontological and Dlocutionary Issue," Style 
1984,18:2,124.

6 Andre Gaudereault, "Narration and Monstration in Cinema" Toumal of Film and Video 
39 Spring, 1987, p. 32.

7 Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, trans. by Jane E. Levvin. 
Cornell University Press, 1972. p. 164.
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visual way the  anim al th a t barks, b u t  it signifies th a t an im al for English 

speakers w ho long ago im plicitly agreed tha t d-o-g  refers to that particu lar 

anim al. I will re tu rn  to G enette’s objection to the d istinc tion  betw een 

show ing and  telling a t th e  very  end  of this chapter. H ow ever, it is d e a r  

tha t the filmic m ed ium  incorporates both show ing  (im ages, action, dram a) 

a n d  telling (narration  a n d  voice-over), and  the w ay  the tw o m odes in teract 

deserves attention. I shall re tu rn  to this distinction w h e n  discussing 

focalization an d  e n u n tia tio n  in  cinema.

Since the early d ays of film  criticism, film  theorists, like Eisenstein 

o r A renheim  have re fe rred  to issues of narration a n d  narra tive  structure in  

their writings. H ow ever, film  narratology as a  coheren t discipline has 

only started to form ulate itself in  the past fifteen years. As a  result, m ost 

of the term inology u sed  un til recently was b o rrow ed  from  literary 

narratology an d  app lied  to film, sometimes w ithou t a  careful 

consideration of the differences betw een the two m edia. M oreover, som e 

of the term inology u sed  by  literary  narratologists refe rred  to visual 

aspects of stories — "showing," "perspective," "point of view" — w hich in  

tu rn  seem ed to ease the transition  from  literary to film  narratology. But 

w hile literature is a lingu istic  m edium , film incorporates visuals, m usic, 

sound  effects and  n a tu ra l languages. Using G enette 's objection to literary 

"show ing" w e can now  see that the visually o rien ted  term inology of 

literary  narratology refers to description of space, w h ile  film  actually 

produces a visual space, b y  use of a  different signifying system , i.e.,
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photography. The m ultiplicity  o f channels of communication, in  film, the 

variety  of signifying system s, a n d  their effects on the percep tion  of the 

narrative need to be add ressed  in  a  com prehensive theory of film  

narratology. Thus w hen  narrato logists like Seym our C hatm an  try  to 

articulate film  and literature as analogous, the result is problem atic a t best, 

and  yields an  insufficient theory  of both .8

But some concepts from  literary narratology are of course very 

useful in  discussing film, and  theorists like D avid Bordwell, E dw ard  

Branigan, David A llan Black, a n d  Jeffrey R ush  have successfully adap ted  

Genette's, Chatm an's, and  o thers ' concepts to address film  issues. I  shall 

come back to this w ork  later, a n d  in  the m eantim e let m e say th a t as long 

as the application of concepts from  literature  to film is careful, w ith  a  

consideration to the peculiarities of each m edium , the analogy is valid  and  

can be useful. In  the next sections I shall briefly describe film narratology, 

an d  then  focus on the application of literary focalization and  enunciation 

to a discussion of film.

Film Narratology

The two m ain figures in  contem porary  film  narratology are D avid 

Bordw ell and  Edw ard Branigan. Bordwell's views are a  fusion  of neo

structuralism  and theories of cognitive perception. It is in teresting

8 Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse. Cornell University Press, 1978. While all the 
concepts in the book are discussed with regards to literary issues, Chatman tends to skip
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how ever to note th a t Bordwell him self dow nplays the im portance of 

actual film ic inform ation (music, im ages, dialogue) to the interpretive 

process and  the construction of the narrative. Bordw ell claims that 

"Interpreting (reading) is dissective, free of the text's tem porality, and  

symbolic; it relies u p o n  propositional language."9

Bordwell identifies three different struc tu ra l elem ents in  any 

narrative: jabula, syuzhet and  style. The jabula and  the syuzhet have been  

discussed above, an d  according to Bordw ell a re independent of the 

m edium . The style "simply nam es the system atic use of cinematic 

devices,"10 that is, the technical or m aterial aspects of the specific m edium . 

Bordw ell acknowledges tha t the distinction betw een syuzhet and  style is 

som etim es hard  to m ake, and  serves analytic purposes m ore than  practical 

ones, b u t he insists tha t the "syuzhet em bodies the film  as a dram aturgical 

process, while style em bodies it as a  technical one."11 Moreover, Bordwell 

asserts that:

Film technique is custom arily u sed  to perform  syuzhet tasks —

providing inform ation, cueing hypotheses, an d  so forth. In  the

on film examples to the literary concepts he cannot find filmic equivalences to. Thus, his 
book is useful in discussing literature, but is a weak analysis of film narration.

9 David Bordwell, op. cit. p.30.

10 Ibid. p.50.

11 Ibid.
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"norm al" film, th a t is, the syuzhet system  controls the stylistic 

system  — in  Form alist term s, the syuzhet is the dom inant.12 

I believe th a t Bordwell is w rong  in  assum ing  the dom ination  (or 

even  distinction) of syuzhet over style. In  fact, I believe that the  syuzhet is 

style, technique an d  structure, an d  th a t these  m aterial aspects of film are  

the d ram atu rg ica l m echanism . The sto ry  elem ents are com m unicated  

th rough  p articu la r choices of w ords, im ages, sounds, poin ts of view s, etc. 

A nd  as B ordw ell him self acknow ledges, these  stylistic elem ents cue the 

perceiver to w ard  m aking hypotheses a n d  constructing the fabula. The 

problem  w ith  Bordwell's idea of separa ting  style from  syuzhet is th a t i t  

enables h im  to discuss stylistic elem ents on ly  w hen  he w ants to, an d  

ignore them  w hen  he w ants to assert a  psychological, o r o ther k ind  of 

explanation  (see discussion of the "bu ll's  eye" schem a in  chapter 3).

W hile his analysis of perception is im p o rtan t an d  enlightening, the one of 

narrative struc tu re  is lacking.

E d w ard  Branigan on  the o ther h a n d  is a  structuralist o f the 

cognitive narra to logy  era. N ot a postm odern ist, B ranigan is still 

constantly  aw are  of the gap  betw een the signifier and  the signified, even  

(or particularly) in  visual systems. B ran igan  writes:

R epresentation  is, as Um berto Eco suggests, "everything th a t can  be 

u sed  in  o rder to lie." The resu ltan t sp lit of signified an d  referen t is 

the basis of an  indirect theory of experience w here a view ing

12 Ibid. p.52.
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encounters n o t the w o rld  b u t  a  system  of codes a n d  an  ideology

w hich bear a  m ore com plicated relation to the w o rld .13 

B ranigan  too is interested in  perception, and  h ow  the v iew er of a film 

constructs the narrative. B u t he sees the filmic text as a  struc tu ra l system  

cueing  the perceiver to w ard  the  creation of m eaning. B ranigan 's careful 

analysis identifies characters as ju s t another structural elem ent (like 

B arthes’ agents or G reim as’ actants), and thus dialogue, p o in t of view  

shots, editing, etc. are all s tru c tu ra l devices advancing the  narra tive  by 

cueing the perceiver. W hile B ranigan's analysis is very detailed , an d  

m u ch  m ore careful in  accounting  for the different k ind  o f m aterial 

in form ation  provided by the  film , he  too stops short of a  full cognitive 

account of perception. In  m y  analysis I will m ostly follow  B ranigan’s lead, 

b u t I w ill also call a tten tion  to som e of the lim itations a n d  oversights of his 

theory of point of view. I shall now  tu rn  to a close look a t  focalization, 

enunciation  and  their app lication  to film discussion.

Focalization

In  discussing cinem atic p o in t of view all film  theorists refer to the 

literary  concepts of narra tion  and  focalization. Mieke Bal defines 

focalization as "the relation be tw een  the vision and  that w h ich  is 'seen,' 

perceived ."14 Focalization th en  designates a  perspective, either physical

13 Edward Branigan, op. dt. p. 183.
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o r epistemic. There h as been  som e confusion in  literary  narratology over 

the question of narra tion  a n d  focalization, w here the tw o term s have been 

conflated to signify one thing, so that focalization assum ed to dictate 

narratorial pow er as w ell. G enette tries to clarify the issue b y  saying:

. . .  the theoretical w orks o n  this sub jec t.. .  suffer from  a  regrettable 

confusion be tw een  w h a t I call here mood and  voice, a  confusion 

betw een the question  who is the character whose point o f view orients 

the narrative perspective? a n d  the very different question who is the 

narrator? — or, m ore sim ply, the question who sees? and  the 

question who speaks? 15 

Following Genette, b o th  Bal an d  Rim m on-Kenan assert that focalization 

and  narration are d istinct activities; the narra to r m ay be  an  adu lt 

recounting her ch ildhood m em ories, while the focalizer m ay be the child 

experiencing the m em ory being  told. It is, of course, possible (and even 

comm on) for focalization an d  narration  to be com bined an d  perform ed by 

a single agent.

Focalization has b een  o ften  equated to  po in t of view , or physical 

perspective. A  d istinction  is m ade betw een an  in ternal focalizer, a 

character, or an  agent w ith in  the Jabula, and  external focalization which is 

done by an external narra to r, functioning ou tside  the Jabula. Rimmon- 

K enan suggests that "translated into spatial term s the external/in ternal

14 Mieke Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative. University of 
Toronto Press, 1985, p.100.
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position  of the focalizer takes the fo rm  of a  b ird 's eye v iew  versus th a t of a  

lim ited  observer."16 This no tion  h a s  b een  translated quite  literally  to  film  

theory, w here  one assum es an  om niscien t, external narra to r w h e n  the sho t 

is all encom passing, and  a  character’s p o in t of view, w hen  the physical 

perspective is lim ited. It is usefu l h e re  to recall the w ork  of Boris 

U spensky w ho  defined p o in t of v ie w  no t solely as a physical perspective, 

b u t  as a n  expression of em otional, psychological and ideological s ta tes of 

m ind .17 U nder this theory, a  b ird 's  e y e  sho t in  Vertigo (Hitchcock, 1958) 

can  signify Scottie's psychological p o in t  of v iew  (his fear of heights), w hile 

a  physically restricted perspective in  the  sam e film  m ay signify the  

stability of the external narrator. It is  also im portant to m ention  th a t film 's 

use  of po in t of v iew  structure (as a fo rm  of focalization) is generally  

reserved  to the m ain  character only, a n d  is rarely and w ith  great difficulty  

app lied  to o ther characters.18

M oreover, as George W ilson show s,

First pe rson  narration  is e q u a te d  w ith  film  segm ents w hose v isua l 

contents are m eant to rep re se n t a  character's visual experience.

M ost often, the shots in  such  a  segm en t portray what the re levan t 

character sees of his or her env ironm en t and, m ore or less, haw he

15 Gerard Genette, op. dt. p.186.

16 Shiomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics. Routledge, 1983, 
p .77.

17 Boris Uspensky, A Poetics of Composition. University of California Press, 1973.
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o r she is supposed  to have  seen i t  A lternatively, the shots m ay 

show  certain objects a n d  events as they are rem em bered , im agined, 

dream ed, an d  so fo rth  by  th a t character. T h ird  p e rso n  narra tion  

then  subsum es all film  narra tion  that is no t tied  d irectly  to the 

subjectivity of a  character in  these w ays.19 

Focalization here is therefore associated w ith first p e rso n  narration , one 

th a t is em bedded in  a la rger fram e of narration (th ird  person), one that is 

objective, or a t least not tied  to any  character's subjectivity. B ut one needs 

to b e  cautious about equating  focalization w ith  subjectivity  a n d  th ird  

p e rso n  narration  w ith  om niscience.

Focalization is a  c en tra l an d  essential tool of narra tion ; it m ay  shift 

from  one character to o thers a n d  to  the narrator(s), an d  these shifting 

relationships skirt a ro u n d  subjectivity in  interesting w ays. The shifts are 

significant for the construction  of the jabula as each level of focalization 

subord inates the perceiver's know ledge to that of the  focalizer. 

Focalization thus is a narra to ria l device that enables the narra tive  to 

w ith h o ld  or release in form ation  as is needed for reasons o f suspense, 

d ram atic  conflict, etc. The relations betw een the levels o f focalization 

deserve m uch  attention, a n d  w hile a  text m ay construct com plex relations

18 For a comprehensive account of cinematic P.O.V. see Edward Branigan, Point of View 
in the Cineam: A Theory of Narration and Subjectivity in Classical Film, op. cit.

19 George Wilson, Narration in Light: Studies in Cinematic Point of View. Baltimore and 
London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986, p. 127.
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betw een  different character-focalizers, w hen  it  com es to  external 

focalization M ieke Bal claim s th a t

W hen external focalization seems to y ield  focalization to a  

character-focalizer, w ha t is really happen ing  is tha t the v ision  of the 

character-focalizer is being  given w ith in  the all-encom passing 

vision of the external focalizer.20 

This notion  of em bedded  dom inance w here the ex ternal focalizer has 

m ore authority  than  the character focalizer, has also been  adop ted  to film  

w ithou t careful exam ination. The general cam era w ork  is considered to 

be a k ind  of external focalizer (an effaced narra to r or im plied  film m aker), 

an d  it is considered to yield  focalization to a character (m ostly the  m ain  

character). W hile the issue of levels of narratorial dom inance w ill be  

addressed  la ter too, it  is im portan t to m ention th a t one does no t n eed  to 

accept BaL's position, as alternatives in the form  o f d ialogic relations 

betw een  different levels of the text have been  offered by  theorists like 

M ikhail Bakhtin.21

E nunciation

The concept of enunciation  was first p roposed  b y  linguist a n d  

philosopher Emile Benveniste. Benveniste d raw s a d istinction betw een  

enonce and  enonciation, the u tte red  and the enunciation. The utterance

20Mieke Bal, op. cit. p .l l l .
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refers to words, sentences, the verbal text. The enunciation  refers to the 

entire process of com m unication, an d  according to B ordw ell i t  includes 

the act, context an d  the linguistic  form s.22 Benveniste d rew  ano ther 

crucial distinction, the one be tw een  discours and histoire.

In  discours the relation speaker-addressee/ hearer is p resen t 

(represented through, say, first an d  second person  p ronouns) b u t  in 

histoire it is absent. The tw o styles, as conceived by  Benveniste, are 

exclusive of one ano ther.23 

Histoire then, according to Benveniste, is a  text that has no linguistic  

shifters indicating a source, a  narra to r. It is interesting to no te  tha t unlike 

m ost narratologists, Benveniste, in  this sense, is an  em piricist w ho  is no t 

looking for the ever-present narra to r, b u t is willing to accept direct 

com m unication w ithout m ediation. A  discours, on  the o ther han d , is a  text 

that bears the marks of enunciation, so the speaker inscribes herself into 

the text. For Benveniste then, enunciation  and discours are exhibited  in  

texts tha t employ overt narra tion , therefore leaving m arks of subjectivity 

in  the text.

Bordwell m entions tha t Benveniste's discussion of enunciation  and  

the relations betw een discours a n d  histoire is only a sm all p a r t  of his

21 Mikahil Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays. Ed. Michael Holquist; Trans. 
By Caryl Emerson & Michael Holquist, Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981.

22 David Bordwell, op. cit. p.21.

23 Edward Branigan, op. cit. p. 171.
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w riting , an d  a  relatively u n d ev e lo p ed  one.24 O ther theorists like Todorov 

a n d  G enette have developed  these concepts fu rther, b u t have also m ade 

them  their own. Genette, fo r instance, im plies tha t any  n a rra tion  leaves 

traces of enunciation in  the na rra tive  discourse th a t has been  p roduced .25 

B ranigan m entions th a t T odorov  in terprets discours an d  histoire to "co-exist 

as aspects of a  single p h en o m en o n  (which he term s enonciation). In  this 

w ay he can  say that the  n a rra to r o f discours is still p resen t in  histoire 

though  now  effaced."26 T odorov  an d  Genette then  fall in to  the category of 

rationalist theorists, ones w h o  insist on  the presence of a  narra to r, even 

w h en  the narra to r leaves no  traces.27

Classical H ollyw ood film m aking m asks its o w n  production , and  

presents itself as un -m ed ia ted  represen tation  (as if the v iew er just 

"happens" to be an observer, a  voyeur). Film sem iotician C hristian  Metz 

claims tha t the cam era is the "voice" of the film m aker (or the narrator), 

an d  that the shots are acts o f enunciation, so the film  is actually discursive. 

B ut M etz claims that this d iscursiveness is m asqueraded  as histoire, as the 

film  effaces all m arks o f enunciation .28 Here, M etz falls in to  the category

24 Unfortunately, the English translation of Benveniste's Problems in General Linguistics 
does not include the discussion of enonciation, discours and historie , which appeared in 
Vol. 2 of the original French version, so I can only rely on secondary sources.

25 Gerard Genette, op. cit. pp. 212-214.

26 Edward Branigan, op. cit. p. 171.

27 The discussion of empiricism versus rationalism is based on Branigan's discussion of 
metatheory. See Edward Branigan, op. dt., chapter 8, pp. 168-171.
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of the rationalists, in  an  a ttem p t to p o s it a  unified  subject, an  en u n d a to r, 

beh ind  the  cam era. A  rationalist theo ry  also constructs a n  entity  on  the 

side of reading , such  as an  im plied  reader, ideal reader, etc. The view er, 

as far as M etz is concerned, shares the  pow er w ith  the cam era /n a rra to r, 

an d  even  gets the feeling tha t she is the  enundato r. We can  d e a rly  see 

th a t M etz is a ttributing  to the cam era an d  the view er a  pow er th a t 

Benveniste only a ttribu ted  to the v e rb a l activity of indiv iduals w ith in  the 

diegesis. To a  certain  degree the cam era is able to indicate space, b u t  it 

does n o t autom atically (or inherently) p rov ide  the deictics of "who" and  

"when." T hat is, even  a  physical v iew  p o in t sho t can be u nd ers to o d  to 

rep resen t a character's perspective on ly  in  the larger context of the scene, 

i.e., th ro u g h  editing, sound  and  o ther devices. Nonetheless, shots th a t are 

a sso d a ted  w ith  a n  om nisden t n a rra to r cannot em body those necessary 

shifters, a n d  therefore cannot be considered  to be enundation  in  

Benveniste's term s, although they fit u n d e r Genette or Todorov's 

descriptions.

E dw ard  Branigan d a im s th a t the  relations betw een e n u n d a tio n  and 

enounced  are  analogous to the relations betw een narration  and  

narrative.29 E nundation  and n a rra tio n  are "that subsystem  w hich  

im plicates a subject in  an  activity: telling, watching, listening. The resu lt

28 Christian Metz, The Imaginary Signifier. trans. Celia Britton et al. Indiana University 
Press, 1981. pp. 91-96.

29 Edward Branigan, op. dt. p.2.
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of tha t activity is a n  object: what is spoken of, told, w atched, listened to."30 

Earlier I  have show n th a t narration  and  focalization are tw o distinct 

activities, w hich need  n o t be  collapsed into one procedure. The 

conclusion from  these literary  theories is that enunciation  and  focalization 

are distinct activities as well. W hile I am  not su re  this distinction w ould 

alw ays hold true even in  literary cases, I find it particu larly  problem atic 

w hen  discussing film. A  distinction betw een enunciation  and  focalization 

w ill posit enunciation (and  possibly even narration) as a  verbal activity 

and  focalization as a v isual one. But surely, such  a  crude  binary 

categorization cannot d o  justice to the m ultitude o f irreducible sensory 

categories of film, such  as vision, language, m usic, etc. Focalization and  

enunciation in  film can each be exhibited bo th  v isually  an d  verbally, and  

therefore the literary dialectics of show ing /  telling, or focalization/ 

enunciation are inappropria te  and  provide a  sim plistic form  of analysis.

In  the next section I exem plify the problem  by a d iscussion of filmic point 

of v iew  and verbal narration , bo th  as enxindative a n d  as focalizing acts.

C inem atic  enunciation , focalization  and  p o in t o f v iew

Film is a visual an d  aural m edium ; it places the perceiver in  certain 

spatial relations to the events it  portrays. Follow ing B ranigan we m ay say 

that:

30 Ibid.
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Film  begins w ith  space (for th e  cam era m u st be somewhere) and  

w orks to create its tim e, w h ile  literature begins w ith  tim e (for the 

verb  m ust be  inflected) a n d  w o rk s to create its space.31 

Film  then, from  its very first sho t, p laces the perceiver in  certain  spatial 

relations to the events o n  the  screen , a n d  then w orks to w ard  establishing 

tem poral o rder, and  action causality . The relationship of the  perceiver to 

im ages needs to be discussed, as p o in t o f view  and  focalization are 

re levan t n o t only w ith in  the d iege tic  w orld , b u t also on  th e  level of the 

position ing  of the perceiver w ith  respec t to knowledge. T he relations 

be tw een  the perceiver an d  the film ic im ages are particu larly  in teresting 

since the  film  posits the specta to r a s an  invisible observer, a  voyeur, w hich 

in  classical cinema (unlike lite ra tu re) is never directly addressed . The 

im age is also produced as n eu tra l o r  naturalistic, so the perceiver is rarely 

p laced  in  a position to question  h is /h e r  relation to the im age. Before 

discussing the perceiver's p o in t of v iew , I need to explain ho w  this 

"invisible naturalness" is m anufactu red .

The cinematic (photographic) im age is a represen tation  of a  pro- 

film ic event, one that took p lace in  fro n t of a camera, an d  w as recorded  by 

the pho tographer on  film . The pho tograph ic  im age is the u ltim ate  end  of 

the m im etic tradition, as it p ro v id es a  representation th a t seem s identical 

to the pro-film ic event. In  sem iotic term inology we can say  that the 

pho tog raph ic  image exhibits a  s tro n g  bond  betw een the signifier an d  the 

signified, an d  that this bond  is b o th  iconic (by resem blance) a n d  indexical 

(by po in ting  to a pre-existing m o m en t w hich was recorded).32 The

31 From a correspondence between Edward Branigan and myself, as part of a discussion 
on the nature of the verb structure in  the filmic image. June 1996.

32 For a fuller discussion of semiotics, see chapter 3.
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m im etic quality  o f th e  im age led early film theorists to accept the im age as 

a n  accurate an d  au tom atic  representation of reality. A ndre Bazin, for 

instance, hailed  the  realistic quality of film a n d  encouraged film m aking 

practices that resem ble as m uch  as possible th e  h u m an  v isual perception. 

Thus Bazin called fo r  long  takes, the use o f d e p th  of field, and  less editing. 

H e  praised the N eorealists use of on-location cinem atography and  non

professional actors. In  this a ttem pt to fo reg round  "natural" hum an  

perception there is a n  em bedded assum ption  th a t v isual d a ta  is accurate 

to  the real w orld  a n d  factual. Colin M acCabe claim s th a t classical cinem a 

constructs the im age as prim ary, thus setting  "an opposition  betw een 

spoken  discourses th a t m ay  be m istaken and  a  v isual d iscourse that 

guarantees tru th  — w h ich  reveals all."33 Since realism  is no t the m ain  topic 

of this work, I will n o t elaborate on this fascinating problem . I w ill ju st 

say that like M acCabe, Branigan, Barthes an d  m any  others, I believe that 

film  is a represen tational system , w hich creates a n  "im pression of reality" 

by  using cultural codes and  system s of signification. "The real in  this 

sense is the labor th ro u g h  w hich m atter is transform ed into significance 

by  a specta to r/artist."34

According to  the  realist approach the film  constructs the spectator 

as an  observer in  th e  scene, placed in  the best location, o r as Todorov 

claims, w hen ed iting  is accounted for, "an observer ideally  mobile in  space 

a n d  time."35 But be ing  able to visually experience events of one scene 

from  m any d ifferen t perspectives does n o t reflect the  experience of a

33 Colin MacCabe, "Theory and Film: Principles of Realism, and Pleasure” in Mast, Cohen 
& Braudy (eds.) Film Theory and Criticism. Oxford University Press, 1992, p.82.

34 Edward Branigan, Point of View in the Cinema, op. cit. p.207.

35 In David Bordwell, op. cit. p.9.
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participant or an  observer of the  scene at a real time, a n d  from  a n  actual, 

specific po in t of view. E diting creates an "ideal observer," one th a t has 

om nipotence over the scene, w hile a t the same tim e, be ing  an  invisible 

voyeur, she is occupying a  ghostly  role. Bordwell w rites:

It is not h a rd  to find  em pirical fault w ith  the invisible-observer 

account. I t  m ust ignore  m any stylized techniques w hich  cannot 

correspond to optical processes (split screen, w ipes, negative 

filming, "impossible" cam era positions and  m ovem ents). It 

presupposes continuity  cutting to be the closest rep resen ta tion  of 

actual perception. It forgets that even in  o rd inary  film s, the 

camera's position changes in  ways that cannot be a ttribu ted  to a 

shift in  a spectator’s attention. The m odel w orks w holly  a t a 

localized, "atomic" level: it seeks to explain only this cu t o r that 

image, n o t w hole sequences or films.36 

It is dear now  that the rela tion  o f the perceiver to the film  is m uch  m ore 

complicated that just occupying the role of an  "ideal observer." The text 

constructs an "im pression of reality" which the spectator consum es and  

processes through a se t of spatia l and  tem poral positioning, w hich  in  turn 

serves as cues to the construction  of the diegetic w orld.

But the relations be tw een  the perceiver and  the d iegetic w orld  is 

n o t one of a b inary  opposition. According to Todorov, the diegetic w orld 

can be seen as a series of em bedded  levels or fram es, w here  one p a rt of the 

language contains or restricts another part.37 A n exam ple w o u ld  be a 

sequence w hich is n a rra ted  b o th  by a character w ho participates in  the 

diegesis and  by an  om niscient narra to r who criticizes the character's

36 Ibid. p.10.

37 In Edward Branigan, op. cit. p.172.
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judgm ent. This narra to r is then  m ocked by  the im plied  author, w hich 

enables the character to  actually  succeed because of the  judgm ent they 

m ade. In  such  a  text, the  character's discourse is subordinated  to the 

narrator's, w hich in  tu rn  is contained by the au thor's  decision to g ran t the  

character respect. Em bedding, or framing, then, im plies a  lim itation on  

the epistemological sta tus of each level of narration . W hile discussing 

em bedding, B ranigan show s h ow  each em bedded  level functions as an  

object to the next level w h ich  "sees itself' as a  subject, b u t is an  object to 

the higher up  level.38 The characters then are objects to the subject 

narrator, w ho is, in  tu rn  a n  object to the subject spectator. Elsewhere, 

w hile discussing subjectivity, Branigan claims:

Subjectivity w ill refer to the narration  g iven  by  a  character in  the 

narrative, b u t it shou ld  be rem em bered that, in  actuality, each 

successive level of narra tion  implicates a n ew  subject — a fictional 

or hypothetical perceiver — in  an activity of seeing (e.g. listening, 

telling, displaying) an  object (i.e., w hat is seen, heard, displayed). 

'Subject' and  'Object' are no t fixed term s b u t indicative of a 

relationship betw een  tw o elements.39 

The largest fram e w ith in  the text, the overriding omniscience, (the 

"implied author" or "im age of the narrator") ends u p  becom ing the object 

for the im plied or real perceiver, the subject. B ranigan concludes:

The view er's a ttitu d e  becom es a com posite of various hypothetical 

observers, characters, narrators, im plied narra tors, and  the 

author.40

38 Edward Branigan, Narrative Comprehension and Film. Routledge, 1992. pp. 66-67.

39 Edward Branigan, Point of View in the Cinema, op. cit. p 2.

40 Ibid. p.8.
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D ue to reception-based and  cognitive-based theories i t  is easy  today 

to see the  perceiver as a subject in terac ting  w ith  the text, b u t before 

structuralism  (and poststructuralism ) it w as im possible to regard  th e  

fictional character as an  object a t all. Realistic (and  to a  degree, too, 

m odernist) fiction has treated  the character as a  subject and  a n  ind iv idua l. 

The character, after all, is responsible for the  action  (or a t least p a r t  of it, in  

cases of natural o r godly  disruption). The character initiates, o r resp o n d s 

to the  dram atic conflict, and  thus is the  m ajor force in  m oving the  p lo t 

fo rw ard , tow ards its resolution. R im m on-K enan writes:

The so called "realistic" a rg u m en t sees characters as im itations of 

people an d  tends to treat them  — w ith  greater o r lesser 

sophistication — as if they w ere  ou r neighbors o r friends, w h ils t 

also abstracting them  from  the verbal texture of the w ork  u n d e r  

consideration. Such an  a p p ro a c h .. .  tends to speculate ab o u t 

characters' unconscious m otivations a n d  even constructs fo r them  a 

past and  fu tu re  beyond w ha t is specified  in  the text.41 

The structuralist project has done m u ch  to  dem ystify notions of the  

character as an ind iv idual w hich  is la rger th an  the sum  of the tex tual 

references to it. For the structuralist, a ll signification can be fo u n d  w ith in  

the text, by  deconstructing its structure, a n d  b y  a semiotic analysis of its 

s ign  system s. B ranigan  asserts:

Character is a  construction of the  text, n o t a priori and  au tonom ous. 

It is not a "first fact" for literary  criticism  through w hich  the 

rem ainder of a text is in terpreted , m ade  intelligible. Rather,

41 Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, op. cit. p.32.
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character exists to serve an d  to m ask unconscious forces as they are 

p layed o u t in  a  d ram a  w hich  im plicates the  v iew er.42 

M oreover, Benveniste show s u s that the p ro n o u n  T  designates different 

persons in  the d u ra tio n  of the discourse, as the  "you" becomes a new  "I."

In  other w ords, d u ring  a conversation "I" w o u ld  alternately  designate the 

different participants in  the conversation, as they  express their ow n  

opinions. For Benveniste, language is the site  o f subjectivity, as the ego 

exists only w hen  contrasted  w ith  an  "other," expressed  through a 

pronoun.43 R oland Barthes, too, claims that:

Linguistically, the a u th o r is never m ore th an  the instance w riting, 

just as I  is no th ing  th an  the instance of say ing  I: language know s a 

"subject" n o t a  "person," an d  this subject, em pty  outside of the very 

enunciation w hich  defines it, suffices to m ake language "hold 

together," suffices, tha t is to say, to exhaust it.44 

For this exact reason  e n u n d a tiv e  shifters are im p o rtan t as m arkers of 

traces of subjectivity in  the text. But this subjectivity does not refer to 

exis tents, b u t ra ther to d iscursive features of the text.

Benveniste's and  Barthes' linguistic analysis supports the 

structuralist effort to deplete  the notion of the character from  any excess 

m eaning, and  serves as a  constan t rem inder of the  literary device, i.e., 

verbal language. B ut this linguistic and  structu ra list m inim ization of the 

character w as n o t easily received by  everyone. Seym our C hatm an writes:

42 Edward Branigan, op. dt. p.12.

43 Emile Benveniste, "Subjectivity in Language" in Problems in General Linguistics, trans. 
by Mary Elizabeth Meek, University of Miami Press, 1971 (original French version was 
published in 1966). pp. 223-230.

44 Roland Barthes, 'The Death of the Author" in David Lodge (ed.) Modem Critirism and 
Theory. Longamn, 1988, p.169.
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The equation  of character w ith  "m ere w o rd s” is wrong o n  other 

g rounds. Too m any  mimes, too m any  captionless silent films, too 

m any  ballets have  show n the folly of such  a  restriction. Too often 

do w e recall fictional characters v iv id ly , y e t n o t a  single w ord  of the 

text in  w h ich  they came alive; indeed , I ven tu re  to say that readers 

generally  rem em ber characters this w ay .45 

Even a theorist like Bordwell, who places the  critical weight on the view er, 

is no t com pletely free of rom antic notions o f the  character as a subject, an d  

n o t just a struc tu ra l object of narration. B ordw ell attributes all technical 

properties of the film  as deriving o u t of the n eed  to support the character's 

"transmission o f fabula inform ation, w ith  the  resu lt tha t bodies and faces 

become the focal poin ts of attention."46 Such a n  a ttitude leads tow ard a  

lim ited and  restrictive notion  of po in t of view , by  w hich  Bordwell 

recognizes only a  subjective, and m ostly physical, view -point of a 

character.47 In  o ther w ords, for Bordwell, p o in t of view  shots are one of 

m any techniques used  to assert the subjectivity of a character, as the 

center and  m ajor force of the fabula. If the p o in t of v iew  shot cannot be 

justified by physical perspective, it is justified  as a  psychological one, thus 

further asserting the character as a subject, one  w ith  conscious and 

unconscious needs an d  desires.

In contrast, B ranigan points o u t that physical v iew  point shots are 

n o t enough to indicate subjectivity. As an  exam ple w e can look a t a  film 

like Lady in the Lake (M ontgomery, 1946), w h ich  is basically a single

45 Seymour Chatman, op. cit. p.118.

46 David Bordwell, op. cit. p. 162.

47 Ibid. See discussions of Lady Windermire's Fan (p. 178-186) and The New Babilon (p. 257- 
260).
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traveling po in t of v iew  shot, b u t  critics agree th a t i t  fa ils  as a  subjective 

film. B ranigan claims th a t m ere  perspectival POV sho t is n o t necessarily 

analogous to the experience o f b e in g  tha t character, or feeling that 

character's feelings.48 For h im ,

W hat is im portan t is n o t th e  cam era as a n  abso lu te  reference poin t 

b u t the relation am ong  cam era, character, object a n d  a  perceiver's 

hypothesis abou t th is relation .49 

W hile I accept B ranigan’s position , I w ould  also like to a d d  th a t fo r a  po in t 

of view shot to w ork  (i.e., to convey the epistem ological sta tus of a  

character), a  relation  be tw een  the PO V shot an d  o ther shots, sound  design, 

an d  editing needs to be accoun ted  for. Branigan spends m u ch  of his book 

discussing different constructions of POV shots (or actually , as he rightly 

points, a  pa ir of shots w hereby  w e  see a glance and  an  object being  looked 

at), bu t he refrains from  d iscussing  the functioning of this p a ir  w ith in  

larger m aterial contexts. The film ic m edium  struggles w ith  conveying 

psychological states of characters. Unless voice over n a rra tio n  is used, 

there is no direct verbal access to characters' thoughts, except for w hat 

they say. To com pensate fo r that, the  film  needs to show  the character's 

reaction to the events, so th a t the v iew er can infer b eyond  the  verbal text. 

The pair g lance/object in  the  PO V  sho t is useless w ith o u t a  th ird  shot of 

the character conveying the reaction  to w hat has been  seen. G ranted, this 

reaction can be conveyed a lready  in  the first shot, that o f the  glance, b u t 

then  the perceiver is unaw are  of w h a t the character is seeing, and  m ay 

therefore be unable to in te rp re t the  reaction. But u n d e rs tan d in g  the 

im portance of a know ledge g a in  (on  the side of the character) is no t

48 Edward Branigan, op. cit. p.7.

49 Ibid. p. 110.

45

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



conveyed solely by  the  response  (body language o r  voice) of the reaction 

shot. Music, so u n d  effects a n d  editing, a ll cue the  perceiver tow ard 

understand ing  w h a t th e  character know s a n d  h o w  she feels about i t  I 

w ou ld  therefore su g g est a  sm all correction of B ranigan’s statem ent, 

w hereby POV functions as a  rela tion  betw een all tex tual inform ation 

(including the cam era), character, object an d  the perceiver.

For Branigan:

Point of v iew  as a  system  of the text functions to control (expand, 

restrict, change) the  v iew er’s access, no t to a  real object (through a 

"camera"), n o r to  psychological states an d  a ttitudes, b u t to 

signification. Points o f view are epistemological boundaries inscribed 

within the text.50

This view  sits w ell w ith  a  theory  of em bedding. B ranigan's notion of 

po in t of view, m uch  like  literary  theories of levels o f enunciation and 

discourse, functions as a struc tu ra l theory, w hereby  p o in t of view 

becomes a  device in  creating  a level of narration, w h ich  can then be 

affirmed, denied, o r restric ted  in  another level of narra tion . Branigan 

asserts:

Even so, po in t o f v iew  is only a  partial descrip tion  of the m ovem ent 

of narra tion  th ro u g h  a text. For exam ple, a lth o u g h  the choice of 

poin t of v iew  is frequen tly  analyzed in  term s of the inform ation 

w hich is thereby suppressed , other effects — such  as the overall 

m anagem ent a n d  delay  of enigmas, the arrangem ent o f action 

sequences, an d  soliciting the reader's, o r spectator's interest — are

50 Edward Branigan, op. dt. p.178 (my emphasis).
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m ore global in  na ture  and  are  best analyzed  w hen narra tion  is 

considered as an interlocking system  of m any levels.51 

For Branigan, then, the literary d istinction b e tw een  focalization an d  

n a rra tio n  does n o t hold true  in  the case of film . The two are no t d istinct 

and  separate activities: focalization is one o f m any narratorial devices.

Like Branigan, I too, believe tha t in  the  case of film, enunciation  and  

focalization are n o t distinct activities, b u t a re  effective narratorial 

instrum ents. In  the next paragraphs I w ill g ive a few  examples from  

research  done in  the past few  years.

W hile m ost films do no t em ploy any  form  of overt verbal n arra tion  

(other than  dialogue), a  sm all g roup  does u se  voice-over narration, as a 

p rincipal m ode of transm ission of the narra tive . It m ay seem that this 

g ro u p  exhibits narration as a separate activity  from  focalization, b u t  as w e 

shall see, this is no t so.

D avid  Black perform s an  adap ta tion  o f G enette’s theory of levels of 

na rra tion  to cinema. According to  Genette, the fundam ental level of the 

narra ting  act (the one that initiates the discourse), done by a  narra to r 

w hich  does no t participate in  the events, is the extradiegetic level. W hen a 

character narrates, she does so in  a diegetic o r intradiegetic level, and  

w h a t is being recounted by the character exists a t the m etadiegetic level. 

B ut w ho is the extradiegetic narrato r in  film ? W hile trying to locate th a t 

function, Black proposes that the film  m ateria l (sound and  image) is the 

fundam enta l narrator, and  he proposes to call it an  intrinsic narrator, since 

it refers to the discursive activity of the m ed iu m  itself.52 Black justifies

51 Edward Branigan, Narrative Comprehension and Film, op. cit. p. 115.

52 David Allan Black, "Genette and Film: Narrative Level in the Fiction Cinema." Wide 
Angle. 8 (1986): 19-26.
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this distinction by  claim ing th a t verbal narra tion  in  film is a  product 

w ith in  a larger system  o f im ages and  sounds, th a t is, i t  is n o t the initiator 

of the discourse, in  the sam e w ay that the literary extradiegetic narrator is. 

Black claims:

Even voice-over narra tions that initiate the language and  enjoy the 

spatio-tem poral abstraction  of the novelistic extradiegetic narrator 

are, nonetheless, entities of a  secondary fictional o rder, included 

w ithin an  enveloping discourse.53 

In  su p p o rt of this thesis w e  can  look at Sarah Kozloff’s com prehensive 

w ork  on  voice over in  cinem a. Kozloff show s that om nipresent, external, 

third-person narration  is rare  in  cinema, and  that m ost voice over 

narra tion  is done in  first person  by  a  character w ho takes p a rt in  the 

events.54 Moreover, Kozloff show s that unlike literary narration, filmic 

voice over narration is in te rm itten t and  in terw oven w ith  dram atic scenes. 

The voice-over narra tor then  is n o t the prim ary source of discourse 

(Genette's extradiegetic narrator), b u t one of few  narra to rs (a 

hom odiegetic one). Like Black, Kozloff concludes tha t

A  hom odiegetic voice-over narrator is alw ays subsum ed  by, and 

thus subordinate to a  m ore pow erful narra ting  agent, the image 

m aker w ho dram atizes the story on  the screen.55 

W e can see now  that even  films that use voice-over narration , do so no t as 

an initial level of narration, b u t as an  interm ediate one, an  em bedded 

level, w hich m ay (or m ay not) have m ore epistem ological authority  than

53 Ibid. p.20.

54 Sarah Kozloff, Invisible Storytellers: Voice-Over Narration in American Fiction Film. 
University of California Press, 1988, chap. 3 & 4.

55 Ibid. pp 48-49.

48

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



the characters in  the film, b u t is definitely su b o rd in a ted  to a  m ore basic  

level of narration , th a t o f the  intrinsic film  m ed ium . It is interesting to 

recall in  this context C olin  M acCabe's assertion  tha t film  posits voice as 

epistemically less reliable th an  image. W hile M acCabe m ay su p p o rt h is 

claim by  historical, o r sem iotic explanation, i t  is clear now  that the sta tu s 

o f the voice as subo rd ina te  is also inheren t to  the structural restra in t of 

film  narration, i.e., to  the fact that the fundam en ta l level of film  n a rra tio n  

is not solely verbal. Voice-over films, m uch  like the so called un-m ediated  

films, use enunciation  side by  side w ith  focalization tow ard  purposes o f 

narration.

Finally, it  is w o rth  m entioning th a t film  focalization (via a  p o in t o f 

view  structure) can  function  in  m uch the sam e w ay direct discourse does. 

Jeffrey R ush perform s an  adap tation  to film  theory, of the quotation 

principles of d irect, ind irect and  free indirect.56 W hile C hatm an struggles 

w ith  addressing form s of quotation, character thoughts, and  in terior 

m onologue in  film ,57 R ush finds visual analogous to all three 

phenom enon. R ush  claims:

The quo ta tion  m arks, the d isow ning im plicit in  direct discourse, 

have analogs in  the classical p o in t of v iew  film  sequence. In  a  p o in t 

of view  sequence, the extradiegetic n a rra to r appears to vanish. The 

cam era seem s m otivated  entirely b y  the  character's glance and, 

through that, by  the character's though ts them selves.58

56 Jeffrey S. Rush, "Lyric Oneness: The Free Syntactical Indirect and the Boundary 
Between Narrative and narration,” Wide Angle 8 (1986): 27-33.

57 See Seymour Chatman, op. dt. Chapter 4. While a large portion of the chapter 
discusses narration and speech acts (pp 161-195), only the last couple pages directly 
address some of these issues with regards to film. The discussion however, is 
problematic and insuffident.

58 Jeffrey S. Rush, op. dt. p.28.
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As a n  exam ple R ush recounts th e  sequence from  Psycho (Hitchcock, I960), 

w here  M arion is leaving tow n, a n d  she  drives by her boss. W e see the 

boss' puzzlem ent from  M arion 's perspective, th rough  the m irro r, a n d  then 

the cam era cuts to show  M arion  as she gapes and  hesitates.

H er thoughts are as clear a n d  as im m ediate as they w o u ld  be in  a 

sen tence ," 'O h no t h im  o f all people,' thought M arion  as h e r boss 

passed  in  front of her. 'S hou ld  I  tu rn  back now ?’ "59 

In  ind irect discourse the n a rra to r is responsible for sum m arizing  the 

thoughts of the character, so the  quo ta tion  m arks are rem oved, an d  the 

speech  is being  in terpreted, ra th e r  th a n  im itated. A  filmic exam ple can  be 

seen  in  The Butcher (C laude C habro l, 1969) w here a teacher feels lonely 

a n d  iso lated  from  her physical env ironm ent. The cam era show s h e r a t the 

school w indow  and then  pu lls back  to show  the entire stone face of the 

schoolhouse w ith the w om an, sm all in  one w indow . This k in d  of sho t 

conveys the w om an's feeling in  a  m etaphoric  way, by  creating a n  im age of 

seclusion an d  loneliness. The in trin sic  narrator, (in this case the cam era, 

ra th er th an  editing or ano ther device) is responsible for conveying how  

the w om an  feels, w ithou t cu tting  to  a  physical POV sho t (or d irec t 

discourse). The analog of free ind irec t discourse (one that om its the direct 

attribution) can be equated  to U spensk i's psychological or em otional poin t 

o f view. A  film  sequence can convey  a character's m ood, o r the narrato r's 

judgm en t about a character's m o o d , w ith o u t explicitly show ing  the 

character experiencing tha t m ood. R ush 's example is a  sequence from  

Eclipse (Antonioni, 1962), w here  sho ts of em pty space (em pty of 

characters, that is), convey V ittoria 's n eed  to claim a  place for herself.

59 Ibid.
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A ppropriating  Rush, w e m ay say tha t in  certain  cases a film’s 

focalization (w hether done  by  a  character o r a  narra tor) is the equivalent 

o f enunciation. U nder this view, visual constructs can  convey a 

subjectivity an d  a t the  sam e tim e they p resum e the voice of the narrator. 

Once again, w e see th a t enunciation and  focalization are devices in  

narration, an d  th a t in  film, they often are interchangeable or collapsed in to  

one activity.

Summary

Part of the p rob lem  w ith  the a ttem pt for a  clear-cut distinction 

betw een enunciation  a n d  focalization is th a t film  com m unicates stories v ia  

sound  (verbal an d  non-verbal) and image. Early film  theorists a ttem pted  

to understand  im age in  verbal terms and  ignored  the complexity w hich is 

the result of the m ultip licity  of sensory channels. In  his effort to define 

film  as a language, o r a t least a language system , C hristian  Metz says that 

A close-up of a  revolver does no t m ean  "revolver". . .  bu t a t the 

very least, an d  w ithou t speaking of connotations, it  signifies "Here 

is a revolver! . . .  Even w hen  the shot is a  "word," it rem ains a k ind 

of a "sentence-word," such  as one finds in  certain  languages.60 

For Metz, w e th ink  a n d  understand  photographs in  term s of words.

M any objections have been  proposed to M etz's claim , like the issue of 

negation, o r positive assertions, and  the fact that w hen  the image is no t a 

close-up of one object, there are many alternative accurate descriptions of 

the content an d  m eaning  of that picture. In  respond ing  to M etz’s assertion 

Branigan writes:

60 Christian Metz. Film Language: A Semiotics of Cinema, trans. by Michael Taylor, 
Oxford University Press, 1974, p. 67.
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The possibility that b o th  diegetic and  m im etic processes m ay  be 

involved in  p rocessing  a  p ictu re  suggests th a t th e  in terpretive  

consequences of a  p ic tu re  m ay  be  greater than  e ith e r the pictorial 

associations of the p ic tu re  seen  o r the w ords w e a p p ly .61 

B ranigan is trying to  open  the  doo r for a n  in terp reta tion  w h ich  is bo th  

verbal and  non-verbal, b u t  h is  concept of pictorial in te rp re ta tio n  is e lusive 

and  vague.

M etz is also n o t alone in  in terpreting  im ages in  v e rb a l term s. In  

fact, m any theorists assum e, like C hatm an, tha t "since cogn ition  is already 

a verbal constitute, o r  is easily  reduced  to one, its transference to verbal 

narrative is sim ple an d  im m ediate."62 C hatm an creates a  subord inate  

system  by w hich visual percep tion  has to be u n d ers to o d  in  verbal term s, 

since cognition is verbal. B u t as w ill be  show n in  ch ap te r 2, recent 

cognitive theories of visual in form ation  processing su g g est tha t im ages 

are n o t necessarily u n d ers to o d  in  verbal terms, an d  they g ive accounts of 

v isual cognition that is in d ep en d en t of language cognition. The m erit of 

these theories is in  enabling u s  to th ink  of distinct n a rra to ria l com putation  

system s for w ords an d  pictures. U nder this approach  w e  w ill have to look 

a t enunciation and  p o in t of v iew  as they function visually , verbally (and 

m aybe in  non-language b ased  aura l system  as well), to w a rd  the 

construction of visual, verbal, and  (other sound) narra tives. A  m ultiplicity 

of narratives (or narra tive  levels) in  one text w ill be  s tu d ie d  then, in  a 

com plex m odel that accounts fo r the m aterial com plexity  of film as a 

m edium . A nd after all, since psychoanalysis long gave u p  on  the idea of a

61 Edward Branigan, "Here is a Picture of No Revolver; The Negation of Images, and 
Methods for Analyzing the Structure of Pictorial Statements.1' Wide A ngle 8 (1986), p.U.

62 Seymour Chatman, op. cit. pp. 181-18Z
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un ified  subject, th e re  is n o  need  to fear the id e a  of a  complex an d  

som etim es con trad ictory  narra tive  text. In  the  nex t chapter I w ill look  a t  

the  differences b e tw een  the perception  and  cognition of im ages and  

n a tu ra l languages. In  follow ing chapters I  w ill app ly  a  cognitive app roach  

to film  narration  a n d  com prehension, an d  particu larly  to the issues of 

p o in t o f view  and  film ic enunciation.
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Chapter 2

Cinematic im plications o f cognitive science research on  the perception 

and cognition o f  im ages and language.

Introduction

Film  com m unicates s im u ltan eo u sly  th ro u g h  im ag es , d ialogue, 

so u n d  effects and  m usic, a n d  it  is d ifficu lt to separate (b o th  

experien tially  and  theoretically) the  im pact of each one of these 

com m unicative  channels  o n  o u r  in te rp re ta tio n  of th e  film . A ction , 

cam era  m ovem ent, p o in t o f v iew  ed iting , voice over, a n d  o th e r  

s tru c tu ra l filmic devices, fu r th e r  com plicate  the d iscussion . In  this 

ch ap te r I w ill first d iscuss the  concep t of m eaningful p e rcep tio n , o r the 

re la tionsh ip  betw een  p e rcep tio n  an d  cognition. I w ill th e n  describe the 

fu n d am en ta l differences b e tw ee n  the  percep tion  of im ages a n d  

language  (as it is conveyed  in  th e  d ialogue), and  how  th is  inform ation  

is be ing  cognitively p rocessed  as b o th  propositional sets (language and 

im ages) an d  holistic im ages. In  ad d ition , I shall d iscuss m em o ry  

sto rage  and  retrieval m echan ism s, as these are  crucial fo r the  

reo rgan iza tion  of syuzhet m a te ria l in to  fabula (or the  c o n stru c tio n  of 

th e  narra tive). This ch ap te r is m ea n t as a general o v e rv iew  of research 

fro m  cognitive science w h ich  is re le v an t to  film  co m p reh en s io n . The 

ap p lica tio n  of the research  o u tlin e d  be low  to film  n a rra tio n  a n d  

in te rp re ta tio n  will be d e v e lo p ed  in  chap ters three an d  four.

W hile discussing p e rc ep tio n  I w o u ld  like to use  exam ples from  

Sergio Leone's 1969 epic W este rn  Once Upon a Tim e in  the W est. This 

film  sta rts  w ith  a tw elve-m inu te  c red it sequence, estab lish ing  a  solitary 

tra in  s ta tio n  in  the W est, a n d  th ree  g u n m en  w aiting  fo r the  tra in . In
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the  en tire  scene there  a re  tw o lines of d ia logue, d e liv e red  by the scared  

s ta tio n  m anager, w ho  is locked u p  w ith in  th e  f irs t th ree  m inu tes of the  

film . The nex t n ine  m inu tes feature  so u n d  effects th a t a re  g enera ted  by  

the  im age (a fly, d rip p in g  w ater, w ind , a n d  fina lly  the  arrival o f the 

train). N o w o rd s  o r m usic  accom pany the  scene. T he sequence ends 

w ith  the  a rriv a l of the  tra in , and  its a lm ost im m ed ia te  d e p artu re , 

leav ing  the  m en  th in k in g  th a t the  m an  they  w e re  w a itin g  for d id  n o t 

com e. B ut as th e  tra in  p u lls  aw ay, w e h ear th e  so u n d  of harm onica 

p lay ing , an d  th en  see C harles B ronson p lay in g  it. A  sh o rt d ialogue 

reveals th a t the  m en  a re  in ten d in g  to  kill B ronson , a t th e  end of w h ich  

they  all p u ll g u n s  a n d  sh o o t at each  o ther. B ro n so n  kills all th ree  m en , 

a n d  is w o u n d e d  h im self in  the sh o u ld e r. A t th is  m om ent, sev en teen  

m inu tes afte r the  beg inn ing  of the film, the p lo t s ta rts , an d  is go ing  to 

becom e progressively  m ore  com plex for the n e x t th ree  hours. The 

scene is com posed  of m ostly  static cam era sho ts, w h ich  are  d iv id ed  in to  

som e w ide  angle sho ts exposing the spatia l re la tions, a n d  the 

characters ' p lacem ents w ith  regards to one a n o th e r, a n d  m any close-up 

sho ts of faces, o r objects. The scene is long a n d  slow , featuring  m uch  

rep e titio n  of deta il, a n d  is com m unicated  a lm o st solely by  visual 

m eans. The few  so u n d  effects, ra th e r th an  e x p an d in g  the  boundaries of 

the  fram e (as in  a so u n d  th a t indicates the  a rr iv a l of som eone in to  the 

fram e), a re  o rig in a ted  from  w ith in  the  v isual fie ld , a n d  a re  alw ays 

explained  v isually  (like the  squeaking noise w hose  source is in d ica ted  

by  a v isual cu t to a m eta l w indm ill). The lack o f d ia logue or action, 

a n d  the static n a tu re  o f the  cam era w ork, m ake  this sequence usefu l fo r 

an  analysis of v isual percep tion  and  cognition. O th e r film s tha t w ill be  

d iscussed  in  th is chap ter are  A lien  an d  The S ilence o f  the Lambs.
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M eaningful perception

W ith in  th ree  m o n th s  o f a  ch ild 's  b irth , the  c h ild  can  see  w ith  

considerab le  c larity  th e  w o rld  a ro u n d  it.1 W ith in  th e  f ir s t  y e a r  of a  

ch ild 's life, th e  ch ild  learns h o w  to c raw l an d  w alk , a n d  in  so  d o in g  

lea rn s to  m ake  a  co n n ec tio n  b e tw e e n  the  v isual re p re se n ta tio n  in  

h is /h e r  b ra in  a n d  the  physical w o rld . As co o rd ina tion  d ev elo p s, the 

child  can  av o id  objects in  its  w ay , nav igate  a ro u n d  space , a n d  re a c h  and  

g rasp  w ith  g re a t accuracy. In  o rd e r to  perform  all these  tasks the  child's 

v isua l p e rc e p tio n  n eeds to b e  in  fu ll operation . T his o p e ra tio n  

precedes the  use  of language (w hich  starts develop ing  a fte r  a  y ear of 

age) an d  th u s p recedes the ability  to  nam e objects a n d  to  define  spatial 

re la tions verbally . V isual p e rc ep tio n  n o t only p reced es language , b u t is 

also v e ry  d ifficu lt to describe  in  lingu istic  term s. O u r  v isu a l p e rcep tio n  

is fast (co m p ared  to lan g u ag e  percep tion), opera tes s im u ltan eo u s ly  on 

m any  objects in  the  v isual fie ld , seem s au tom atic, a n d  w e  h av e  no  

d irec t aw areness of how  th e  experience of percep tion  com es a b o u t.2

U nlike  v ision , the  sen se  o f h earin g  is a lready  ac tive  w hile  the  

fetus is in sid e  the  m o th e r 's  w om b. B u t the ability  to h e a r  so u n d s , to 

enjoy m usic, o r be  scared  of a lo u d  th u n d e r is qu ite  d iffe ren t fro m  the 

acqu isition  of n a tu ra l language  skills. Language is a  h ig h ly  com plex  

an d  cod ified  com m unica tion  system  abou t the w orld . I t  u ses a rb itra ry  

chains of so u n d s to rep re se n t objects in  the w orld . I t is ab strac t, a n d  has 

com e ab o u t by  a leng thy  social (and  historical) process. W hen  the  child

1 Mark H Johnson and John Morton Biology and Cognitive Development: The Case of 
Face Recognition. Oxford UK & Cambridge, USA, 1991, Ch. 2 pp. 23-37.

2 Nicholas J. Wade & Michael Swanston, Visual Perception: An Introduction. London 
and new York; Routledge, 1991, pp. 1-5.

56

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



lea rn s  how  to sp e ak  it  f irs t lea rn s g enera l n o u n s . M ore than  h a lf  w ill 

re fe r  to  classes of co n cep ts  (like "dog," "cat," "house," etc.), and  only  

b e tw een  18 m on ths to  tw o  years w ill the  ch ild  s ta r t  p u ttin g  together 

tw o  w o rd  u tte rances.3 By the  age of fo u r the  vocabu lary  consists of 1500 

w o rd s , and  the  use  o f  g ram m atica l form s ap p ro ach es  ad u lt level. By 

th e  tim e ch ild ren  e n te r  school they  c o m p reh en d , o n  average, m ore  

th a n  14,000 w o rd s .4

L anguage also  varies across cultures, a n d  a  p e rso n  landing  in  

B aghdad  w ith  no  k n o w led g e  o f the A rabic lan g u ag e  a n d  no transla to r, 

wall f in d  it d ifficu lt to  fu n c tio n  in  that society . B u t th a t sam e p e rso n  

wall still be able to see B aghdad , will k n o w  b e tte r  th a n  to cross the ro ad  

w h e n  a car is ap p ro ach in g , a n d  w ill p robably  b e  e v en  capable of hailing  

a  cab, using m ostly  v isu a l percep tua l skills a n d  b o d y  language 

conventions fo r cab-hailing . In  o rder to u n d e rs ta n d  language, w e n eed  

to f irs t learn  it: w e n e e d  to ind iv idua lly  lea rn  each  a n d  every sym bol, 

a n d  the referen t it s ta n d s  for, p lu s  the social ru le s  a n d  conventions th a t 

g o v e rn  language use. W e also need  to be  able to  s to re  this lexicon and  

the  se t of ru les in  o u r  m em ory , so that w e can  use  i t  to decode the 

so u n d s  that w e hear. I t  is c lear therefore th a t the  pe rcep tion  of 

language  becom es m ean in g fu l only w hen  it is cogn itively  processed by 

h ig h -o rd e r m ech an ism s such  as m em ory re tr iev a l, m atch ing  an d  

so rting , and  d is tin c tio n  in to  categories.5

3 L.R. Gleitman & H. Gleitman, "A picture is worth a thousand words, but that's the 
problem: The role of syntax in vocabulary acquisition," Current Directions in 
Psychological Science. 1992:1 pp. 31-35.

4 P.A. deVillers & J.G. deVillers, "Language Development" in M.H. Bronstein & M.H. 
Lamb (eds.) Developmental Psychology: An advanced textbook. 3rd ed. Hillside, NJ: 
Earlbaum, 1992, pp. 337-418.

5 Adrian Akmajian, Richard A. Demers, Ann K. Farmer and Robert M. Harnish,
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Im ages function d ifferen tly . N o t only  does their p e rcep tio n  

seem  au to m atic  and  fast, b u t they  seem  to possess, and  n o t necessarily  

acqu ire , m eaning : view ing a  d o g  is a  m ean ingfu l even t ev en  before  w e 

know  w h a t i t is. If the d o g  is ag ita ted  a n d  barks w e m ay feel fear; w e 

w ill classify i t  as a dangerous an im al a n d  respond  by  tak ing  p recau tion . 

B ut the w o rd  "dog" is m ean ing less u n til w e learn  w h a t i t  re fe rs  to, so 

the w a rn in g  "w atch o u t fo r th e  dog" w ill be  m eaningless u n til  "the 

dog" is a ttach ed  to a specific re fe ren t (a specific canine, w ho  is capable of 

b a rk in g  a n d  b iting, etc.). It seem s to fo llow  then  tha t a t som e basic level 

v isua l p e rcep tio n  functions b y  j u s t  seeing  th ings, even  w h e n  one does 

n o t k n o w  w h a t one sees. P h ilo so p h er F red  D retske m akes a d istinc tion  

b e tw een  tw o k inds of percep tua l processes:

The percep tion  of objects -- w h a t I w ill call sense perception  — is 

th a t early  phase of the p e rc ep tu a l process th a t cu lm inates in  

sense experience (visual, au d ito ry , tactile, etc.) of the object. 

P ercep tion  of facts ab o u t these objects, on the o ther h a n d  — th a t 

w h ich  constitu tes m ea n in g fu l perception  — is a m ore  inclusive 

process. Besides sense p e rcep tio n , m eaningful pe rcep tion  

includes a know ledge (at least a  judgm en t or belief) ab o u t the 

object being experienced.6 

A ccord ing  to D retske then , in  o rd e r  to  have  a m eaningful percep tion , 

one n eed s to involve h ig h -o rd e r cogn itive  activities such  as re triev a l

Linguistics: An Introduction to Language and Communication. Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 3rd Ed. 1990, particularly chapter 6: "Semantics: The Study of Meaning and 
Denotation." See also George Lakoff, Women. Fire and Dangerous Things: What 
Categories Reveal About the Mind. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1987, p.2 
and chapter 2.

6 Fred Dretske, "Meaningful perception," in An Invitation to Cognitive Science: Visual 
Cognition. Vol. 2, eds. Stephen M. Kosslyn and Daniel N. Osherson, Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1995, p.331.
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of p rev ious k n o w led g e , a n d  m echan ism s of ju d g m e n t an d  be lief a b o u t 

the  object being  p erce ived . O b ject recognition , w h ich  is based  o n  

categoriza tion  a n d  m em o ry , typ ica lly  does (b u t n eed  not) invo lve the  

re trieva l of verbal labe ls  (i.e., nam ing ). D retske  asserts:

M eaningful p e rc e p tio n  req u ire s  m ore  th a n  good  eyesight. I t 

requ ires the  k in d  of co n cep tu a l skills n e e d e d  to classify a n d  so rt 

percep tua l objects in to  d is tin c t categories.7 

A ccord ing  to  this a p p ro a c h  th en , m ean in g fu l v isua l object reco g n itio n  

requ ires tw o processes: d isc rim in a tio n  a nd  categorization . In  

d iscrim ination  one  p e rce iv es th e  fea tu res  o f objects an d  o th er v isu a l 

qualities. In  ca tego riza tion  th e re  is  a  process of recognition  th a t is b a se d  

o n  reliance on  m em o ry  (at least o f  categorical in form ation). D retske  

does not specify the  fea tu res  of ca tego riza tion , b u t  in  m ost cases 

ca tegoriza tion  typ ica lly  invo lves nam ing , a n d  o rgan iza tion  in  

p ro positiona l sets. A  ra re  ex am p le  in  w h ich  m ean ing fu l p e rcep tio n  

can  be executed w ith o u t nam in g  a n d  p ro p o sitio n a l sets can be  seen  in  a  

g u id e  dog for the  b lin d , w h o  is capab le  of d isc rim in a tio n  a n d  w ill n o t 

cross the ro ad  w hen  a  fas t car is app roach ing , b u t is incapable of 

nam ing  the  objects "car" o r "road" a ltoge ther. Still, the dog 's v isu a l 

p e rcep tio n  a n d  d isc rim in a tio n  sk ills  have  re s u lte d  in  a m ean ing fu l 

percep tion , one b a se d  o n  belief, o r  judgem en t, w h ich  require  p re- 

leam ed  know ledge o f certa in  categories. B ut the  g u id e  dog  exam ple 

also show s th a t m an y  com plex  cogn itive  m ech an ism s opera te  in  o rd e r  

to achieve ability  to fo rm  a  ju d g e m e n t ("safe to  cross"). The d o g  n eed s 

to  evaluate  the  s itu a tio n , co m p are  it w ith  s to re d  m em ories o r le a rn ed  

sequences o f b eh av io r, a n d  th e n  m a k e  a ju d g e m e n t ab o u t it. W h eth er

7 Ibid.
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it req u ire s  lan g u ag e  o r  not, then , m ea n in g fu l p e rcep tio n  for D re tsk e  is 

a p ro d u c t o f th e  app lica tion  of com plex  concep tua l skills, ones th a t  

have b een  le a rn t a n d  cognitively p ro cessed  before  p ercep tio n  c a n  

becom e m ean in g fu l.

The q u e s tio n  of the stage a t  w h ic h  p e rcep tio n  becom es 

m ean ing fu l is p a rticu la rly  im p o rta n t in  the  case of film  

com prehension . F ilm  c o m p reh en s io n  occurs a t  tw o  d is tin c t tem p o ra l 

fram es th a t a re  in te rre la ted  b u t  n o t iden tica l. A s the  film  is b e in g  

projected, im ages an d  sounds are  b e in g  perceived  a n d  the actions and  

events th a t they  p o rtra y  are being  in te rp re te d  as they  re la te  to th e  plot. 

But the  o v e ra ll n a rra tiv e  of the  film  c a n  be in fe rred  a n d  co n c lu d ed  

only a fte r the  film  has ended , a n d  is th e re fo re  a  p o st v iew ing p ro d u c t. 

In o rd e r  to com e u p  w ith  th is conclusive  n a rra tiv e  text, the p e rce iv e r 

needs to  re tr ie v e  film ic even ts fro m  m em o ry  a n d  re -o rgan ize  th e m  in 

a causal a n d  tem p o ra l linear chain . M em ory  re trieva l, p rob lem  

solving o p e ra tio n s , an d  re -o rg an iza tio n  of the  film ic m ateria l a re  

h igher o rd e r  cogn itive  activities, w h ich  are likely to necessita te  th e  use 

of language, o r  language-like system s. B ut th is post-v iew ing  

n arra to ria l o p e ra tio n  is d ep en d e n t on  w h a t w as s to re d  in  m em ory  

d u rin g  v iew ing , a n d  how  th a t m a te ria l w as pe rce ived  a n d  cognitively  

processed  in  o rd e r  to be  sto red  in  m em ory . N ow , if percep tion  becom es 

m ean ing fu l on ly  w h e n  ca tego riza tion  is  invo lved , as D retske cla im s, 

and  since m em o ry  is a  h ig h -o rd er cogn itive  activ ity , i t  is un like ly  th a t 

sense p e rc ep tio n  w ill be  categorized  a n d  m em orized  as such. O n ly  

m e a n in g fu l p e rcep tio n s  w ill u n d e rg o  cogn itive  opera tio n s an d  w ill be 

sto red  in  m em ory . In  o ther w o rd s , v isu a l p e rcep tio n  w ill first be  

processed  a n d  u n d e rs to o d  in  som e language-like  w ay , a n d  only  th e n
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s to re d  in  m em ory. It th e n  follow s th a t the  c o n stru c tio n  o f the  

n a rra tiv e  as a h ig h -o rd er cognitive  activity relies m o stly  (or m aybe 

ev en  exclusively) o n  lan g u ag e  a n d  language-like  in fo rm a tio n  system s 

fo r its opera tion . Yet som e v isu a l events th a t se em e d  non-m ean ingfu l 

a t  the tim e o f film  p e rcep tio n  m ay  becom e m ean in g fu l la te r  o n  because 

of the  need s of the  evo lv ing  p lo t, and  for th e  c o n s tru c tio n  of the  

conclusive n a rra tiv e  (see d iscussion  of The Usual Suspects  in  chap ter 

3). A nd  if v isual p e rcep tions are  only s to red  in  m em o ry  once they  

becom e m ean ing fu l (i.e., categorical), th en  som e n o n -m ean in g fu l 

pe rcep tions m ay n o t be availab le  for re -evalua tion  a t  the  tim e they are 

n e ed e d  for the  co n stru c tio n  of a  com prehensive n a rra tiv e . D retske 

claim s th a t

Som e fo rm  o f co n stru c tiv ism  or co m p u ta tio n a lism  is therefore

inevitable for m ean ing fu l percep tion , fo r see ing  facts.8

B ut w h a t if, like the  g u id e  dog, w e do  h ave  m echan ism s fo r 

m ean ing fu l v isua l p e rc e p tio n  d u rin g  the v iew ing  o f a  film , w h ich  

in v o lv e  ju d g em en ts  (like "safe to cross") y e t do  n o t invo lve  such  high- 

o rd e r cognitive activ ities as com pu tation  a n d  ca tegoriza tion?  A nd  

w h a t if those m ean ing fu l v isua l percep tions a re  ac tu a lly  s to re d  in  

m em ory  fo r la te r use? It w ill th en  follow  th a t o u r co n s tru c tio n  of the 

na rra tiv e  is n o t solely d e p e n d e n t on  language-based  (propositional) 

s to red  in form ation , b u t  is also som ehow  affected  b y  m ean in g fu l visual 

pe rcep tion  an d  cognition. In  o th e r w ords, a t least in  th e  case of v isual 

percep tion , m eaningfu l p e rcep tio n  m ay opera te  a t  low er, less com plex 

levels of cognitive activ ities, ones tha t cou ld  be  s to re d  in  m em o ry  

w ith o u t be ing  converted  by  com pu tation  in to  sets of p ro p o sitio n s . It is

8 Ibid, p.344. My emphasis.
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in teresting  to  n o te  h e re  th a t the cognitive lite ra tu re  o n  m en ta l im ag ery  

and v isual m em ories  is engu lfed  in  a sim ila r d eb a te  abou t the  n a tu re  

of v isual cognition , a n d  h o w  it is s to re d  in  m em o ry  fo r fu rth e r use.

The debate, re fe rred  to as a  debate be tw een  the  depictiv ists (or im agists) 

and  the p ropositionalists , offers a com plex p ic tu re , a n d  at this p o in t 

seems to show  th a t b o th  opera tions are  active  a t the  sam e tim e.9 I 

w ould  like to  n o w  to tu rn  to account fo r the  m echanism s of sense 

percep tion  a n d  h o w  it becom es m ean ingfu l fo r v ision  and  for lan g u ag e  

in  the case of film .

Bottom -up a n d  T o p -d o w n  Percep tion

A ny d iscussion  of p e rcep tion , w h e th e r  au ra l o r visual, invo lves 

a  discussion of lo w -o rd er a n d  bo ttom -up  percep tion , and  its re la tio n  to 

h igh-order cogn itive  m echanism , an d  to to p -d o w n  operations. Low - 

order cognitive o p e ra tio n s  a re  those th a t g u id e  o u r a tten tion  to 

d iscrim ination  o f fea tu res  in  the v isua l fie ld .10 H igher o rder cognitive 

activities refer to  in d u c tiv e  reasoning , m em ory  activation , 

categorization, n am in g , p rob lem  solving, in ferencing , and  su ch  

operations w hich  a re  pe rfo rm ed  on  a lready  perceived  sensory 

inform ation. B o ttom -up  p ercep tio n  refers to  the  ac tual co n su m p tio n  

of sensory in fo rm atio n  from  the w orld  an d  its processing  by the  b rain .

9 For further discussion of the debate between the Depictivists and the 
Propositionalists see Stephen M. Kosslyn Image and Mind Cambridge. MA: MIT Press, 
1980. See also P.N. Tohnson-Laird. Mental Models. Boston: Harvard University Press, 
1983, ch7.

10 Attention and discrimination can be considered as high, or medium-order visual 
perception levels of cognition. In my use of the low-level term throughout this 
dissertation I do not try to challenge the cognitive science literature on the subject, but 
just to indicate that object recognition, and discrimination are quite different than 
high-order cognitive operations such as memory storage and retrieval, and 
organization of narrative information in causal order.
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T o p -d o w n  opera tions re fe r to  dev ices like feedback  m echan ism s, in  

w h ich  m em o ry  an d  expec ta tions effect lo w  level p rocessing , a n d  

d e te rm in e  a tten tio n  p a tte rn s  (see  d iscu ss io n  on  the  in fluence  of 

ideo logy  o n  percep tion  by  the  m a te ria lis t b ranch  of recep tio n  s tu d ies  in  

c h a p te r  4). In  the case of film  th e re  is a n  a-p rio ri to p -d o w n  o p era tio n , 

nam ely  the know ledge th a t w e a re  w atch in g  an  artistic  p ro d u c t  th a t has 

b e e n  film ed  in  the past, a n d  is n o w  p ro jec ted  on a screen . T h is top - 

d o w n  o p e ra tio n  is of course  h isto rica lly  acquired: ch ild ren  o fte n  h ave  

n ig h tm ares  abou t B am bi's m o th e r 's  d ea th , being unab le  to  reco g n ize  

the  fictional na tu re  of the  experience. It is in te resting  in  th is  co n tex t to  

m e n tio n  th a t L um fere's 1895 v iew ers  — th e  first film  v iew ers  e v e r  — 

w ere  alleged ly  overw helm ed  by  the  im age of a train  a p p ro a ch in g  the  

cam era /a u d ien c e , an d  they  ra n  aw ay  from  the theatre  in  fea r. G iven  

th a t  they  h a d  no t y e t lea rn ed  w h a t the  film  experience is, th e y  h a d  no  

to p -d o w n  beliefs at the ir d isposa l, a n d  w ere  therefore reac tin g  to  the  

b o tto m -u p  p ercep tio n  th a t a tra in  is ab o u t to ru n  them  over. B ut fo r 

m o st a d u lts  of the f irs t w o rld  a t  the  tu rn  of the  m illenn ium , th e re  is a 

c lear to p -d o w n  com prehension  o f w h a t film  is abou t (as a n  a rtis tic  a n d  

as a  sensual experience), a  m ech an ism  w h ich  encom passes o r  b rack e ts  

th e  even ts th a t occur in  the  d ieg e tic  w o rld  of the film 's p lo t.

B u t ev en  w ith in  the  n a rra tiv e , as w ell as in  o u r  liv in g  

experience, fo r bo ttom -up  p e rc ep tio n  to be  cognitively p ro cessed  there  

u su a lly  n eed s  to be a  h ig h er o rd e r  cognitive  op e ra tio n  in v o lv ed . For 

instance, the second sh o t of O nce U pon a T im e in the W est  show s a 

s lo w  tilt-up  o f the cam era  from  th e  boo ts o f a  m an, u p  h is legs, h is g u n , 

h is coat a n d  finally his face u n d e r  a  felt cow boy hat. In  o rd e r  to  

recogn ize  the  objects "boots" a n d  "gun" w e n eed  to h av e  se e n  th em
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once before (in  re a l life o r  in  film), lea rned  w h a t  they  are, and  be able to  

n am e  them . If  w e  d o n ’t  k n o w  w hat th e  g u n  is (an  in s tru m en t th a t can  

kill), w e w o n 't u n d e rs ta n d  the  look of fea r a n d  su rp rise  o n  the face of 

the  sta tio n ’s m a n a g e r  in  th e  follow ing sho t. T o u se  D retske 's 

term inology, w h ile  sen se  percep tion  w ill ju s t  b e  seeing  the g u n  as a 

m eta l in s tru m e n t o f  a  c e rta in  shape, its m ean in g fu l p e rcep tio n  w ill be 

to  see it as a "gun," (o r m ake  a  judgem en t th a t  i t  is a  gun) w ith  all its 

u sage  and  social im p lica tio n s . For m ean ing fu l p e rcep tio n  to occur 

here , there need s to  b e  a  h ig her-o rder p ro ce d u re  in  operation; a 

recogn ition  of the  ob jec t w ith  reference to o th e r  ones seen  before. 

M oreover, since m u c h  o f th e  construction  o f th e  n a rra tiv e  activ ity  

occurs in  re tro sp ec t, it  h eav ily  relies o n  h ig h e r o rd e r  operations such  as 

analysis and  re o rg a n iz a tio n  of stored  m em ories. B ut as I claim ed 

earlier, a lth o u g h  m e a n in g fu l v isual p e rc e p tio n  m ay  n o t require  

com pu ta tion  a n d  p ro p o s itio n a l sets, h ig h er o rd e r  opera tions like 

m em ory  and  c a teg o riza tio n  certainly do .

It is p a rticu la rly  im p o rtan t to look a t lo w  level perception , since 

n o t  all films re ly  so le ly  o n  "m eaningfu l" p e rc e p tio n  (like the "th is is a  

g u n "  case described  above). In  some film s, th e  q u estio n  is "w hat are w e 

seeing?" and  the  a n sw e r is n o t reduced  to  a n  object. In  the first A lien  

(Ridley Scott, 1979), fo r  instance, the A lien  can  n e v e r be  seen as a 

d iscrete  object. W h en  firs t encoun tered  it is b a re ly  lit, seen  th rough  

m is t an d  fog, u su a lly  th ro u g h  the m asks the  te a m  is w earing , or 

th ro u g h  the v ideo  s ig n a l se n t to the sh ip . O nce  o n  the  ship, it is m ostly  

sh o w n  in  a series o f c lo se-up  shots w h ich  rev ea l on ly  p a rts  of the  alien. 

T h ro u g h o u t the  film , i t  changes shape, fo rm  a n d  m ateria l, and  

rem ains a concrete  fo rm  of th rea t precisely becau se  the audience canno t
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easily id en tify  it, a n d  therefore c an n o t m ake  p red ictions a b o u t w h a t it 

is capab le  of. Because the A lien is n e v e r categorized an d  defined , the 

au d ien ce  n e e d s  to  p ay  constan t a tte n tio n  to  low -order v isual 

p e rc ep tio n  in  d ea lin g  w ith  its th rea t. M eaningfu l p e rcep tio n  of the  

A lien, a s  fa r  as D retske w ou ld  p o stu la te , occurs only a t the level of 

co m p u tin g  th e  responses o f the  o th e r  astro n au ts  to the  A lien, as w ell as 

in  to p -d o w n  expectations th a t w h a t w e  see is the alien, o r the  

consequences o f its  actions. Since th e  aud ience  can nev er an tic ipa te  

h o w  a n d  in  w h a t n ew  form  the A lien  w ill p resen t itself, a n d  since the 

film  re fra in s  fro m  actually  sh o w in g  th e  A lien  m uch, the  au d ien ce  

relies o n  in fo rm a tio n  d erived  fro m  o th e r  characters. A lie n  is an  

exam ple o f a  film  w here  low -o rder p e rcep tio n  is crucial, b u t 

in su ffic ien t in  a n d  of itself for co m p reh en sio n . I shall there fo re  

carefu lly  exam ine  here  bo tto m -u p  theo ries of low -level p e rcep tio n  and  

h ow  th ey  affect m ean ingfu l percep tion . In  follow ing chap ters I w ill 

show  th e  im p o rtan ce  of such  low -level pe rcep tion  to h ig h er o rd e r 

m ech an ism s o f n a rra tiv e  co m p reh en s io n .

O nly  a  few  researchers su p p o rt a  p u re ly  bottom -up ap p ro ach  to 

p e rcep tio n . O ne  of the m ore in flu en tia l ones is G ibson w ho  in  the  

1960s re -focused  a tten tion  o n  the d irec t theo ry  of percep tion .11 U nder 

th is p o s itio n

th e  s tim u lu s  ( . . . )  con tains a ll the  in fo rm ation  n e ed e d  to specify 

th e  d is ta l s ta te  of affairs. If th e  p rox im al stim ulus is 

u n d e rs to o d , no t as a static  d is tr ib u tio n  of energy occurring  o n  

th e  recep to r surfaces a t a  tim e, b u t  as the total dynam ic  p a tte rn

11 J.J. Gibson. The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception. Boston. MA: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1979.
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of s tim u la tio n  rea ch in g  a m obile  o b se rv e r  o v e r tim e, th e re  is 

no n eed  fo r  in ference , reason ing , a n d  p ro b lem  solving.12 

This ap p ro ach  e lim in a tes  th e  possib ility  o f  any  cognitive activ ity  

d u rin g  percep tion  a n d  assum es th a t p e rc e p tio n  functions sim ply  by  a  

fa ith fu l reg is tra tio n  of s tim u lu s  in fo rm a tio n , a n d  " th e  perceiver does 

n o t contribute a n y th in g  to th e  act of p e rc e p tio n  [.. -]."13 But G ibson 's 

theo ry  has b een  ch a llen g ed  quite  o ften  in  p a s t  decades, bo th  on  

theore tical a n d  o n  e x p erim en ta l g ro u n d s .14 It is clear today th a t in  

m ost experiences o f  p e rc ep tio n  there  is so m e so r t of in terac tion  

b e tw een  h ig h -o rd er cogn itive  activities a n d  lo w -o rd e r pe rcep tua l ones. 

As a resu lt, m any  th eo ris ts  s ta rted  ex p lo rin g  the re la tionsh ip  of the  

"top-dow n" a n d  th e  "bo ttom -up" m ech an ism s.

These in v es tig a tio n s  resu lted  in  a  ra n g e  of concepts like 

M insky 's F ram es15, a n d  S chank  an d  A belson 's  S crip ts .16 All these  

researchers w ere  lo ok ing  fo r  an  a p p ro p ria te  fram e of reference, a 

context-based u n it o f know ledge  w h ich  is u se d  to process new  

inform ation . A cco rd in g  to these theories th e re  is a h ierarchy, or 

a rch itec tu ra l s tru c tu re  fo r cognition , w h ic h  m ean s th a t new  

in fo rm ation  is a lw ays m a tc h e d  and  c o m p a re d  w ith  o lder, p rev iously

12Fred Dretske, op. cit. p.342.

13 J.J. Gibson, "On Theories For Visual Space Perception," in G. Jansson, S.S. Bergstrom & 
W. Epstein (eds.) Perceiving Events and Objects. Plillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates, 1994, P.183.

14 For an example see J. Fodor and Z.W. Pylyshyn, "How Direct is Visual perception? 
Some Reflections on Gibson's 'Ecological Approach'," Cognition 9.1981.

15 Marvin Minsky, "A Framework for Representing Knowledge" in P.H. Winston (ed.) 
The Psychology of Computer Vision. NY, McGraw Hill, 1975, 211-277.

16 R.C. Schank and R.P. Abelson, Scripts. Plans. Goals and Understanding. Hillside, NJ: 
Earlbaum, 1977, Chap. 3.
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co m p iled  large-scale d a ta  s tru c tu re s . T his k ind  of con tex t d r iv en  

a rc h ite c tu ra l theory  explains th e  p o w e r and  speed  o f m e n ta l activities. 

M a rv in  M insky  no tes tha t:

In  p o p u la r cu ltu re , m em o ry  is seen  as separa te  fro m  the  re s t of 

th ink ing ; b u t find ing  th e  r ig h t m em ory  - it w o u ld  be  b e tte r  to 

say: finding a usefu l m em o ry  - needs the  sam e so rts  o f strategies 

u s e d  in  o th e r k in d s  o f th in k in g !17 

M insky  is  n o t  alone in  l in k in g  m em o ry , th ink ing , a n d  in fo rm a tio n  

p rocessing . In  fact, a ll the th eo ries  m en tioned  above a re  h isto rically  

b a sed , in  th e  sense th a t they  a ll focus o n  the re trieva l m ech an ism  of a 

co n tex t b a se d  unit. The th eo ris ts  d iv e rg e  how ever w h e n  d iscussing  the 

n a tu re  o f the  cognitive a rc h ite c tu re  a n d  the re trieva l p ro ce d u re , as will 

be  sh o w n  later.

W hile  all these th eo ries  focus o n  a  cognitive s tru c tu re  w h ich  is 

a lread y  established (by p ast experiences and  p rev ious know ledge  

g a th e rin g ) Schank a n d  A belson  p ro p o se  a useful m o d e l fo r d iscussion  

o f the  p ercep tu a l activity. T hey  cla im  th a t d ifferent s itu a tio n s trigger 

d iffe ren t m em ories, experiences a n d  ap p ro p ria te  contexts. T hus w hen  

one  m en tio n s a res tau ran t, a  w h o le  se t o f concepts em erge: res tau ran ts  

as re la te d  to  food, to social activ ity , as d ifferent from  fas t food  chains, a 

p a rtic u la r  res tau ran t one has recen tly  b e en  to, etc. Schank  a n d  A belson 

call these  con tex t/m em ory -based  un its , "scripts:"

[ ..  .] a  script is a  p red e te rm in ed , stereotyped sequence o f actions 

th a t  defines a  w e ll-k n o w n  s itu a tio n . Scripts a llow  fo r n ew  

references to objects w ith in  th e m  ju st as if these objects h ave

17 Marvin Minsky, op. cit., 174.
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b een  prev iously  m entioned ; objects w ith in  a scrip t m ay  take  

'the ' w ith o u t explicit in tro d u c tio n  b ecau se  the  scrip t itse lf  has 

a lready  im plicitly  in tro d u ced  them .18 

F or Schank a n d  A belson  the scrip t is a  v ery  specific u n it designed  fo r  a 

p a rticu la r context, a n d  is no t subject to m u ch  change. The specific 

n a tu re  of the  scrip t creates a com plex h ierarch ica l s tru c tu re  in  w h ich  

m any  scrip ts have  to  b e  pu lled  a t any g iven  situ a tio n , the specific 

in fo rm atio n  has to be  first m atched  o r c o m p a red  to all the re le v an t 

scrip ts and  only th en  understood .

Schank an d  A belson 's d escrip tion  of the  sc rip t is very  s im ila r to 

lite rary  an d  film ic descrip tions of a  genre. T he gen re  piece shares a  

lim ited  varie ty  of them es, p lots a n d  the  sam e gallery  of characters. The 

topic of the  film , the  k inds of even ts an d  d ev e lo p m en ts , a re  chosen  

from  a  rela tively  n a rro w  range of possibilities. A  w ell-trained  

re a d e r/v ie w e r  of a  genre  piece has a rig id  se t of expectations abou t the 

text, before even  sta rtin g  to perceive the tex t itself. The W estern  

consum er, fo r instance, w ill expect to see

( . . . )  a  succession of m u d d led  braw ls in  bar-room s, tense and  

inscru tab le  poker gam es in  sm oky sa loons, gunfights in  em p ty  

streets, show dow ns am ong the rocks w ith  w h in ing  bu lle ts, 

cavalry  p u rsu its  an d  In d ian  am bushes, m ysterious strangers 

r id in g  in to  to w n  in  search o f vengeance  o r  red em p tio n  . . .19 

Like the scrip t app lication , a v iew ing of a n e w  W estern  is alw ays 

com pared  an d  processed  th rough  the know ledge  of the genre, a n d  its 

p red e te rm in ed  scripts. In  Once Upon a T im e in  the W est, for instance,

18 Schank and Abelson, op. cit., 55.

19 M. French. Westerns: Aspects of a movie genre. Viking Press, 1973, p.23.
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the  three g u n m en  w e a r  d a rk  clothes a n d  b lack  hats . C harles  B ronson, 

o n  the o ther h an d , w ears  a  w h ite  coat a n d  a  w hite  h a t. T his color code 

indicates to the  W este rn  conno isseur (and  to som e d e g re e  to  the  film  

com peten t v iew er o f  o th e r  gen res as well) th a t B ronson  is probably  the 

good  guy, w hile  th e  o th e r th ree  are likely to be  b ad . W h en  m inutes 

la te r  B ronson successfu lly  kills all th ree, ties h is w o u n d e d  a rm  to his 

coat and  gets u p  to  leave, the  audience is barely  su rp rise d , even  though  

they  just sp en t long  17 m in u tes  learn ing  ab o u t these  ch arac te rs  in  g rea t 

detail. M uch  like th e  to p -d o w n  know ledge of g en e ra l film view ing, 

the  use of a generic  code, o r a  script, p resupposes p rev io u s  know ledge 

of the code o r the sc rip t, th u s assum ing a read in g  a n d  v iew ing  practice 

th a t is a lready  availab le  cognitively. L iterary  critic R o land  Barthes talks 

abou t the process o f read in g  literature as alw ays em ploy ing  these kinds 

of top -dow n  cogn itive  m echanism s:

The logic to  w h ic h  the  n arra tive  refers is n o th in g  o th e r than  a 

logic of the already read: the stereotype (p roceed ing  from  a 

cu ltu re  m an y  cen tu ries old) is the  veritab le  g ro u n d  of the 

narra tive  w o rld , b u ilt a ltogether on  the traces w h ich  experience 

(m uch m ore  b o o k ish  th a n  practical) has left in  th e  read er 's  

m em ory  a n d  w h ich  constitu tes it.20 

The genre piece th en  uses to p -dow n  expectations a n d  p lay s w ith  the 

perceiver's a ssu m p tio n s , b u t  is also very  m u ch  d e p e n d e n t u p o n  the 

perceiver's p rev io u s know ledge  (or w h a t recep tion  th eo ris t H ans 

R obert Jauss calls th e  "h o rizo n  of expectation"21). T he gen re  enables

20 Roland Barthes, The Semiotic Challenge. Hill & Wang, N ew  York, 1988,144.

21 Jauss, Hans Robert, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1982.
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th e  film m aker a n d  th e  v iew er to take  s h o r t  cu ts , since m u ch  

in fo rm atio n  is r e d u n d a n t ,  or a lread y  k n o w n . Schank  a n d  A belson 's 

m odel also acco u n ts  fo r  those k in d s o f sh o r t  cu ts, o r  w ha t they  call 

causal ch a in in g  :

People, in  sp e ak in g  and  w ritin g , consisten tly  leave o u t 

in fo rm a tio n  th a t  they feel can  easily  be  in fe rred  by  the  lis tener o r  

reader.... If w e  h e a r  tha t X caused  Y, w e m u st ask if X could  cause 

Y d irec tly  a n d  i f  it  cannot w e m u s t  f ig u re  o u t the in te rm ed ia te  

even ts. T h is is th e  p rincip le  of c au sa l chain ing .22 

W hile this m o d e l is v e ry  good in  ex p la in in g  the  sp eed  of p rocessing  o f 

specific scenarios, it  m a y  be too local, a n d  lean  too heavily  on  to p -d o w n  

operations. A fte r  all, a  first tim e v iew er o f a  W este rn  w ho  h ap p en s  to 

see Once Upon a T im e  in the W est, is s till m o re  likely  th a n  n o t to 

u n d e rs tan d  th e  p lo t  o f  the film. She m a y  b e  su rp rise d  to see B ronson  

able to k ill a ll th re e  a rm e d  m en, b u t  as th e  n ex t few  encoun ters w ith  

h im  unfo ld , a n d  b e ca u se  of his self resp ec t, the  m usic, his refu sa l to 

b en d  d o w n  to C h ey en n e , an d  his o v era ll d em ean o r, she w ill 

ev en tua lly  le a rn  th a t  B ronson  (nam eless th ro u g h o u t the film) is 

indeed  the go o d  guy . H o w  does th is u n d e rs ta n d in g  come abou t if a 

sc rip t w as u n av a ilab le?  Is it p u re ly  by  g e n e ra l n a rra tiv e  conventions, 

o r are there  a n y  o th e r  clues, such  as g e n e ra l h u m a n  behavior, 

know ledge a b o u t th e  w o rld , etc.? Is it possib le  a t a ll that the  film  could  

b e  in te rp re ted  w ith o u t any  of these scrip ts  o r fram es of reference a t all? 

In tu itively , the  a n sw e r  to this last q u e s tio n  is "n o "  in  the case of the  

a rts , and  m o st o f th e  cogn itive  lite ra tu re  s u p p o r t  th is claim . B ut even  

if w e need  c e rta in  k in d s  of know ledge p r io r  to  b e in g  able to perfo rm

22 Schank & Abelson, op. d t., 45.
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a n y  in te rp re ta tio n , w e  c an n o t assum e th a t w e  k n o w  all, o therw ise w e 

w ill be  alw ays read in g  th e  a lready  read , seeing th e  a lready  seen, a n d  w e 

w o u ld  lose in te res t in  a rtis tic  texts. The scrip t id e a  assum es rig id ity  an d  

d o es n o t exp lain  h o w  a  sc rip t can  be m od ified  (a lth o u g h  Schank a n d  

A belson  enable som e m in o r aspects of it to be  m odified). But a genre  

film  alw ays exists in  d ia log ic  re la tions w ith  o th e r  film s o f tha t genre, 

o ften  d iv erg in g  so m e w h a t from  the v ery  basic  s tru c tu re . W hile the  

s tru c tu re  m ay be rep e titiv e  a n d  the characters re d u n d a n t, som e aspect 

o f the  film  needs to be  u n iq u e  in  o rd er fo r the  aud iences to  be 

in te re s te d  in  the  film .

H ow  is th is u n iq u en ess  m anifested , a n d  h o w  does it affect o u r 

in te rp re tive  practices? In  the  case of Once U pon a T im e in  the W est 

th e re  is a u n iq u e  d e lib e ra tio n  in  the f irs t few  im p o rta n t m inutes of the  

film  on  the th ree  ch arac te rs  w ho  are neglig ible fo r the p lo t. This 

de libera tion  w orks ag a in st the  generic conven tions, by  w h ich  w e are 

u su a lly  in tro d u ced  to  th e  m a in  characters of the  film  a n d  to the m ain  

d ram a tic  conflict, w ith in  th e  first five m inu tes o f the film . H ere w e are 

in tro d u ced  to one of th e  m ain  characters afte r 12 m inu tes, and  to the 

second , F rank (p layed  by  H en ry  Fonda) only h a lf  a n  h o u r later. A n 

h o u r  in to  the film  w e a re  still n o t sure  w hy  B ro n so n  cam e to take 

revenge  on  Frank. A s s ta te d  before, the perceivers are  aw are  of this 

p a rticu la r d ev ia tio n  o n ly  if they  are  aw are  of the  conven tion .23 B ut a t 

the  sam e tim e, to  b e  a w are  o f the  dev iation , one n eed s  to be  perceiving 

tw e lv e  m inu tes of b o tto m -u p  in fo rm atio n  w h ic h  is slow , th in  in

23 It is important to note that Once Upon a Time in the W est does not only conform to the 
Western genre, but is also a part of a larger canon of artistic texts, the of the classical 
realist epic, in which events unfold much more slowly than in traditional Hollywood 
cinema. The tension between the two genres requires a doubly competent viewer, or one 
with at least two sets of schemata or scripts.
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n arra tiv e  deta il, a n d  is com plete ly  irre levan t to the  sto ry  th a t is abou t 

to  be  told. In  o th er w o rd s , w h ile  the  conventions of the  g en re  m ay be  a 

top-dow n, scrip t like s tru c tu re  s to re d  in  our m em ory, the  ac tu a l 

v iew ing  of a film , a n d  the  en jo y m en t of it, is d ep en d en t o n  ex te rnal (to 

o u r m em ory) an d  p re sen t ten se  percep tions. Schank an d  A belson 's 

m odel (as w ell as M insky 's) can  on ly  explain  the b o tto m -u p  p e rcep tio n  

a fte r it has been  processed  b y  a  scrip t. T he problem  then  w ith  the 

's c r ip t  o r 'fram e ' idea  is th a t n o t  only  does it assum e th a t w e  are  alw ays 

read ing  the a lready  read , b u t  it also leads to an  infinite reg ress of 

experience, w hich  can only be  p rocessed  by way of a p rev ious 

experience. But if the  u n iq u en e ss  of L eone's film  can  only be  

recognized  d u rin g  a com parison  b e tw een  the scrip t an d  the  ac tual 

percep tion , it  seem s th a t th e  ten sion  b e tw een  the to p -d o w n  a n d  the 

bo ttom -up  needs to be exp lo red  fu rth e r  before de te rm in ing  a h ierarchy  

by  w hich every percep tua l experience is processed th rough  a  script.

O ne possible w ay ou t o f the h ierarch ica l cognitive a rch itec tu re  of the 

scrip t theory  is Jerry F odor's theo ry  of " the  m odule."

Jerry F odor looks m o re  closely a t the relationship  b e tw een  

percep tion  an d  cognition  a t th e  tim e of the percep tual activ ity . Fodor 

notices tha t in  som e cases, d esp ite  o f a cognitive belief, o u r p e rcep tio n  

leads us to a  conclusion  d iffe ren t th a n  the  belief. O ne of h is favorite  

exam ples is the  M iiller-L yer illu sio n  in  w hich  tw o 

para lle l lines are  flanked  by  a rro w s po in ting  

in w a rd  in  one case, an d  o u tw a rd  in  the  other.

A lth o u g h  the  lines are  objectively  of e q u a l length, 

th e  one w ith  o u tw a rd  p o in tin g  a rrow s appears
Ullustratian#!: M ill er-Lvar ill iso n
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longer. E ven w h e n  o n e  k n o w s th a t  the  tw o lines a re  o f eq u a l leng th , 

they  continue to look  as if th ey  a re  o f d ifferen t leng ths. F odo r w rites: 

A lthough  p e rc e p tio n  is s m a r t  like cogn ition  in  th a t  i t  is  typically  

inferential, it is n e v e r th e le s s  d um b  like reflexes in  th a t it  is 

typically e n c a p s u la te d .. . T h e  a p p aren t d ifference  in  leng th  of the  

M iiller-Lyer f igu res, fo r  exam p le , d o esn 't d isa p p e a r  w h e n  one 

learns th a t the  a rro w s a re  in  fact the sam e size. It seem s to 

follow  th a t a t least so m e p e rc e p tu a l processes a re  insensitive  to 

a t least som e o f o n e ’s b e lie fs .24 

Because of percep tion 's  e n c a p su la te d  nature , F odor c laim s th a t it is 

d is tin c t from  cognition. In  o rd e r  fo r  percep tion  to b e  cognitively  

processed25 it needs to go th ro u g h  (or be screened by) a n  app rop ria te  

m o d u le ,  w hich is de fined  as:

. . .an in fo rm ationa lly  e n c a p su la te d  co m p u ta tio n a l system  - an  

inference m ak ing  m e c h a n ism  w hose access to  b ack g ro u n d  

inform ation  is c o n s tra in e d  b y  general fea tu res  of cognitive 

architecture, hence  re la tiv e ly  rigidly, a n d  re la tiv e ly  p e rm an en tly  

constrained .26

F odor then identifies th ree  d if fe re n t  m echanism s th a t  a re  active d u rin g  

the perceptive process: 1. tra n sd u c e rs , 2. m odules, a n d  3. central 

system s. The function  of tra n s d u c e rs  is to receive e n erg y  im pinging  a t 

the  organism 's su rface  an d  tra n s la te  it into a re p re se n ta tio n a l form  

accessible by  o th e r p sycho log ical system s. T he fu n c tio n  of the  central

24 Jerry Fodor, "Precis of the Modularity o f the Mind," in Behavioral and Brain 
Sciences. 8:1-5,1985, p. 2.

25 Ibid. p. 3.

26 Ibid. p. 3.
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system  is th a t o f in ference  and  belief fixation , a n d  the  function  of 

m odules is to m e d ia te  b e tw een  th e  tw o. W hile  th is m ed ia tio n  m ay  

opera te  in  e ith e r  d irec tion , F odor d iscusses a lm o st exclusively m o d u le s  

th a t take tra n sd u c e d  rep resen ta tions a n d  fo rm  hypo theses a b o u t th e ir  

d ista l sources, h y p o th eses  w hich  th en  becom e available for u se  b y  

cen tral system s, w h ich , in  their tu rn , fo rm  beliefs a n d  ju d g em en ts , a n d  

d ra w  inferences b a sed  o n  these hypo theses . F odor says tha t the  

func tion  of the  m o d u le s  is "to p re se n t th e  w o rld  to  though t."27 

P ercep tion  th e n  is m o d u la r, w h ile  h ig h e r co g n itio n  is u n en ca p su la ted , 

a n d  has access to  all m odules a n d  to the r e s t  o f the  know ledge s to re d  in  

the  brain.

U nlike th e  sc rip t, a  m odule  refers to  m u ch  la rg er un its  su c h  as 

th e  syntactic o r  the  sem antic  m odu le , a n d  is therefo re  less specific a n d  

m ore  inclusive. T h is theo ry  has severa l o th e r  advan tages o v er sc r ip t 

a n d  fram e theo ry : i t  assum es th a t a t  least a t  som e basic level, 

p e rcep tion  o p e ra te s  in d ep en d en tly  of (som etim es even  in  o p p o s itio n  

to) h igher co g n itiv e  m echanism s. U nlike the  su b o rd in a te d  n a tu re  o f 

percep tion  to co g n itio n  in  the fram e a n d  sc r ip t theories, F odor p o in ts  

to a  logic fo r a  se p a ra tio n  be tw een  the tw o  system s. As a su rv iv a l 

m echanism , p e rc e p tio n  needs to be specific, constra ined  an d  very  

sensitive to a c tu a l in fo rm a tio n  fro m  the w o rld . If it  relies too  h eav ily  

o n  cognition, it m ay  assum e, o r im pose, c e r ta in  beliefs on the  s itu a tio n , 

th u s  m issing a n  accu ra te  read ing  of the w o rld . In teresting ly  e n o u g h  

how ever, F o d o r too a rriv es at the  conclu sion  th a t new ly  p erce iv ed  

in fo rm ation  is p ro cessed  in  term s o f a  w e ll-d efin ed , contextually-based 

u n its  of p rev io u s ly  g a th e red  in fo rm ation . P e rcep tio n  has to  first be

27 Jerry Fodor, The Modularity of Mind. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1983, p.40.
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classified, o r categorized  so th a t the  appropria te  m o d u le  can  be  picked 

o u t for opera tion , a n d  on ly  th en , u n d e r the  co n stra in ts  o f th a t  m odule, 

can  the tran sd u ced  in fo rm atio n  b e  cognitively p ro cessed  a n d  affect 

belief by h igher cognitive facilities.

O ne a p p a ren t p rob lem  w ith  Fedor's theory, especially  in  its 

app lica tion  to  film  p e rcep tio n , is th a t a m odu le  assum es 

com partm en ta liza tion  in  the  p e rcep tu a l activ ity , a n d , in  its  

com m unication  w ith  h ig h -o rd e r  opera tions, an d  to p -d o w n  cognition. 

Syntax, sem antics, a n d  v ision  a re  all processed  th ro u g h  sep ara te  

m odules th a t h ave  no  access to  one ano ther. In  Once Upon a Time in 

the West,  fo r in stance, th e re  is a  m om en t in  w h ich  B ro n so n  asks the 

th ree  m en w hy  there  is no  h o rse  fo r him . A  m o d u le  th eo ry  (a la 

Fodor) assum es th a t the sarcastic  response "I guess w e ’re  sh o r t  of one" 

w ill be p rocessed  in d ep en d en tly , an d  w ithou t any  low -leve l connection 

to the p rocessing  of the  im age a n d  sound  of B ronson p lay in g  the 

harm onica, a n d  the  sho ts o f th e  th ree  m en  a lready  h o ld in g  th e ir  hands 

o n  their guns. Such a theo ry  w o u ld  assert th en  tha t each  o f these 

linguistic, m usical an d  v isua l even ts are in te rp re ted  th ro u g h  separa te  

m odules before they  are in te g ra te d  cognitively. But in tu itiv e ly , such  a 

separa tion  w ill a t b est slow  com prehension , an d  a t w o rs t h a m p e r  it 

(since body language, tone, a n d  context will n o t be p ro cessed  as a 

un ified  u n it o f signification). S uch  a  lim ita tion  o n  th e  p ro cessin g  of 

m ulti-sensory  in fo rm a tio n  in d ica tes  tha t w e n eed  to lo o k  fu r th e r  to 

find  an ad eq u a te  m odel of film  cognition  a n d  co m p reh en sio n . A nd 

indeed , one a rea  in  w h ich  a  w o rry  about m odu le  th eo ry  is reflected  in, 

is the debate be tw een  genera tive  g ram m ar theory  (such  as Chom sky's)
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a n d  the cognitive g ra m m a r p roponen ts (such  as Lakoff an d  L angacker), 

w hich  I shall tu rn  to  v e ry  soon.

W hether m o d u le , scrip t, o r fram e, all these  concepts assum e, 

like D retske’s n o tio n  o f m ean ingfu l percep tion , a n  a  p rio ri k n o w led g e , 

o r belief, abou t the  ob ject be ing  experienced. I t assum es th a t w h ile  

bottom -up sensory  in fo rm a tio n  is being  p rocessed , it  acquires m ean in g  

only w hen it  is co m p ared  to  top -dow n  stru c tu res , w hich  are  a lre a d y  in  

place. It is rela tive ly  easy to  show  the fram e, or sc rip t theory  a t w o rk  

w hen  d iscussing language. In  o rd er to u n d e rs ta n d  language, w e  need  

to decode it, to com pare  it  to a  lexicon, o r a  d ic tionary  sto red  in  o u r 

brain. If w e h ear a  w o rd  th a t does n o t exist in  th a t lexicon, w e w o u ld  

n o t know  w h a t it m ean s, u n til it  is exp la ined  o r sh o w n  to us, o r  a t least 

inferred  from  the contex t. But does this h ierarch ica l p rocessing  schem a 

w ork  for im ages as w ell?  W e process a v as t a m o u n t of v isual 

in form ation  a t once, in  w h a t seem s to be p a ra lle l a n d  s im u ltan eo u s, 

m ore than h ie ra rch ica l fash ion . A nd m ore im p o rtan tly , w e ra re ly  see 

an  object twice from  exactly  the sam e position , d istance, ligh t 

condition, etc. H o w  d o  w e account for this w h en  w e try  to com pare  it 

to a  stored en try  o r category? C an visual categories w ork a t all w h en  

each  v isual in stance  is u n iq u e  in  its ind iv idua lity?  Indeed , in  th e  nex t 

sections I w ill show  th a t (1) language research  show s tha t h ig h -o rd e r 

cognitive opera tions a re  alw ays active in  the  p e rcep tio n  of language, 

an d  (2) tha t the  lite ra tu re  o n  v isual p e rcep tio n  p resen ts som e se rio u s 

challenges to these h iera rch ica l b ra in  architectonics.
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Language perception

H u m a n  language h as d e v e lo p ed  as a n  au d ito ry  skill fo r 

co m m u n ica tio n  long  before i t  h a d  a  w ritte n  form . In  fact, 

an th ro p o lo g is ts  th in k  th a t m a n  h a s  ex is ted  fo r a t least one  m illio n  

years, a n d  w as able to talk  th ro u g h  a  g rea t p a r t  of it. B ut the  first 

ev idence o f w ritte n  language ap p ea rs  only  a t  4000 B.C. w ith  th e  

w ritin g s o f  th e  S um erians.28 T he  n e rv o u s  system  sp ec ia liz in g  in  

language h a s  developed  as a n  a u d ito ry  system , cen tered  in  th e  left 

h em isp h ere  o f the  b rain . V isually  co nveyed  language is so n e w  to  

h u m an  e v o lu tio n  th a t resea rch  su g g e s ts  th a t there is no  ev id en ce  o f 

biological specia lization  fo r read in g . T he ad justm en ts n e e d e d  in  o rd e r  

to acco m m o d ate  v isual language  a re  in te llectual, ra th e r  th a n  

e v o lu tio n a ry .29

L an g u ag e  is com posed of d iffe ren t elem ents: the so u n d  system , 

or lan g u ag e 's  phonology; the  ru le s  o f w o rd  form ation , o r m o rp h o lo g y ; 

the ru les  o f sen tence  form ation , o r  syntax; a n d  finally, the  sy stem  o f 

m ean ings, o r  sem antics. A lth o u g h  each  language has its v o cab u la ry  (a 

lexicon, o r  d ic tio n a ry  of w ords), a ll h u m a n  languages have  the  sam e 

basic s tru c tu ra l e lem ents an d  in  th a t  s tru c tu ra l respect they  a re  all 

considered  to  be  as com plex. H u m a n  languages, considered  as system s, 

are eq u a lly  com plex , no m a tte r  w h a t  the  leve l of c iv ilization  o f its

28 Philip Lieberman "The Originas and Evolution of Language" and Brian V. Street & 
Niko Besnier, "Aspects of Literacy," in Tim Inglod (ed.) Companion Encyclopedia of 
Anthropology: Humanity. Culture, and Social Life. New  York and London: Routledge, 
1994. Pp. 108-132, and p. 528.

29 Thomas H. Carr "Perceiving Visual Language" in Handbook for Perception and 
Human Performance P. ed. by Keneth Boff, Lloyd Kaufman, and James P. Thomas, NY: 
John Wiley and Sons, 1986, 29:1.
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speakers; A u s tra lian  ab o rig in a l languages, A m e rin id ia n  languages, 

a n d  m o d e m  G erm an  a ll exh ib it the  sam e s tru c tu ra l e lem ents.30

L anguage p ro cess in g  functions linearly  a n d  analytically.

T hom as C a rr  m e n tio n s  th a t

L anguage p laces  a  p rem iu m  on  d ealing  effectively  w ith  stim uli 

tha t a re  o rd e re d  in  t im e . . .  the in fo rm a tio n  p rocessing  

ap p ara tu s  th a t subserves audito ry  language  is h ighly  adap ted  to 

w ork ing  in  a s tim u lu s  m ed iu m  th a t co n sis ts  o f so u n d s o rd e red  

in  tim e. P a r tic u la r  tem p o ra l re la tio n sh ip  a m o n g  p a rticu la r 

sounds m ap  o n to  m o re  abstrac t phonetic , phonological, 

sem antic, an d  re fe ren tia l concepts.31 

C a rr lum ps to g e th er s tru c tu ra l as w ell as sem an tic  processing, as if they 

occur on  a  co n tin u u m . But the  rela tionsh ip  b e tw e e n  w o rd s  and  

m ean ing  is n o t n e a rly  th is  sim ple .

Since the  days o f  A risto tle  and  P lato p h ilo so p h ers  an d  linguists 

h av e  been  d iscu ssin g  th e  n a tu re  of the re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  the 

struc tu ra l aspects of lan g u ag e  (phonology, m orpho logy , and  syntax) 

a n d  its sem antics o r m ean in g . W ords s tan d  as sym bo lic  signs for 

concrete objects in  the w o rld , as w ell as for ab strac t concepts. There is 

re la tive  ag reem en t th a t  the  re la tionsh ip  b e tw ee n  w o rd s  an d  their 

reference objects is a rb itra ry  an d  abstract. T here  is, how ever, m uch 

cu rren t debate  ab o u t th e  n a tu re  of syntactic perfo rm ance . I shall briefly 

describe these tw o a reas  o f concern.

30 Pinker, Steven, The Langu a ge Instinct: How The Mind Creates Language. New York: 
William Morrow, 1994.

31 Thomas Carr, op. cit. pp. 29:3-4.
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U p to the  19th century , language w as considered  to be a tool to 

express th o u g h t. In  fact, D escartes' m odel o f th ink ing  assum ed an  

im m ed ia te  p e rc e p tio n  of ideas w ith in  the  m in d  o r soul. But lingu istic  

struc tu ra lism , p a rticu la rly  the w o rk  of F e rd in an d  de  Saussure, and  

p rag m atis t p h ilo so p h e r C harles Peirce cha llenged  th is notion, an d  

changed the face o f the debate. B oth c la im ed th a t it is im possible to 

separa te  language  from  thought, a n d  th a t language  is no t a tool to 

rep resen t th o u g h t. R ather, Peirce a n d  S aussu re  suggested  tha t w e 

th in k  in lingu istic  signs, a n d  they shape  o u r  th o u g h t process. Saussure 

said

. . .  it is im possib le  to isolate so u n d  fro m  tho u g h t, or th o u g h t 

from  so u n d . ( . . . )  A  linguistic sy stem  is a  series of phonetic 

d ifferences m atched  w ith  a series o f concep tua l differences.32 

A n d  Peirce w e n t o n  to say  that "T hought w h ic h  can n o t be cognized 

does not exist. A ll th o u g h t m ust be in  signs."33 A t the  w ord  level, b o th  

Peirce and  S aussu re  p o in t to a concrete re la tio n sh ip  betw een  the 

linguistic sign  a n d  w h a t it stands for (not th e  ac tual object, b u t the idea  

of that object). T his concrete relationship  is sym bolic, that is, abstract 

a n d  arbitrary; th e re  is no  reason w hy  d-o-g  rep resen ts  an  anim al tha t 

barks and  n o t one  th a t flies. The w o rd  "dog" is connected  by 

convention  a n d  n o t  b y  necessity  to the an im al th a t barks. A nd in  o rd e r 

to sem antically  u n d e rs ta n d  the lexicon of a  language, w e need  to learn  

it, store it  in  m em ory , an d  m atch p e rcep tu a l en tries to the sto red

32 Ferdinand de Saussure, A Course in General Linguistics, trans. Wade Baskin, New  
York, NY: McGraw Hill, 1966, p. 166.

33 Charles Peirce, "Questions Concerning Certain Faculties Claimed for Man," in 
Collected Papers, ed. Charles Hartshorne and Paul Weiss, Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1931.
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m em ory . In  o th e r  w ords, a n  a rb itra ry  a n d  conven tiona l s ig n  sy stem  

requ ires th e  u se r to  encode a n d  d e co d e  m essages, clearly a  h igh -o rder 

cogn itive  ac tiv ity  th a t invo lves th e  u s e  o f h ig h er o rd e r  m ech an ism s 

such  as m em o ry  a n d  categorization . I t  w o u ld  seem  fair to  say  th a t a t 

the level o f th e  lexicon, p e rcep tio n  is a lw ays b o u n d  to be p ro cessed  only 

via h ig h e r  m ean s o f cognition.

B u t once  w e  go beyond  the  w o rd  level, the n a tu re  o f the  

re la tio n sh ip  b e tw ee n  a lexicon, a  sy n ta x  a n d  sem antics is o p e n  for 

m u ch  d eb a te . N o am  Chom sky, w h o  in v e n te d  a n d  w as th e  c en tra l 

figure  in  th e  d ev e lo p m en t of tra n s fo rm a tio n a l g en era tiv e  g ram m ar, 

claim s th a t

A m o n g  the  form al s tru c tu re s  a re  those  of syntax, n am ely  d eep  

a n d  su rface  structures; a n d  a lso  phone tic  a n d  sem an tic  

rep resen ta tio n s , w h ich  w e tak e  to  b e  certain  fo rm al objects 

re la ted  to syntactic s tru c tu res  b y  certa in  w ell-defined  

o p e ra tio n s .34

The g ra m m a r of a language, C h o m sk y  claim s, contains ru le s  th a t re la te  

syntactic objects (w hich are based  o n  p h o n e tic  form  an d  logical fo rm 35) 

to re p re se n ta tio n s  of m eaning. T he u s e r  o f a language has 

" in te rn a lized  th ese  rules a n d  m ak es  u se  o f them  w h e n  he u n d e rs ta n d s  

or p roduces."36 In  un iversal g ra m m a r (as w ell as in  ob jec tiv ist 

cognition) the  assum ption  is th a t th e re  is a  sep ara tio n  b e tw e e n  sym bols 

and  w h a t th ey  m ean . T hought, u n d e r  th is  v iew  is seen  as

34 Noam Chomsky, Language and Mind. N ew  York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc.
1972, p . l l l .

35 V.J. Cook Chomsky's universal Grammar An Introduction. Oxford: UK, Basil 
Blackwell, 1988, p. 29.

36 Noam Chomsky, op. cit. p.106.
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( . . . )  th e  a lg o rith m ic  m an ip u la tio n  o f a rb itra ry  sym bols. The 

prob lem  for su c h  a  v iew  is how  the sym bols u s e d  in  th o u g h t are  

to be m ad e  m ean in g fu l. The objectivist a n sw e r is th a t the  

sym bols are  m e a n in g fu l b y  v irtu e  of th e ir  a sso c ia tio n  w ith  

th ings in  the  e x te rn a l w o rld .37 

C hom sky believes th a t  a ll languages are  sim ila r in  th is  s tru c tu ra l 

respec t (i.e., th a t there  a re  ru les th a t relate syntactic  objects to 

rep resen ta tio n s of m ean in g ), a n d  he therefore p o s tu la te s  the  theory  of 

u n iv ersa l g ram m ar. F u r th e rm o re , w hen  look ing  a t th e  fast language 

acqu isition  skill o f c h ild re n , C hom sky  concludes th a t u n iv e rsa l 

g ram m ar is in te rnal, a  b u ilt- in  capacity  of o u r b ra in , w h ic h  needs only  

be  activated  a n d  used .38 U n d e r  th is  theory, lingu istic  com petence , or 

the know ledge of lan g u a g e  is very  d ifferen t from  h o w  language  is 

be in g  used , o r p e rfo rm an ce . O u r m ind  is assum ed  to  h a v e  a certain  

"black box," a syn tac tic  m o d u le  (to use Fodor's term ino logy), w hich  

processes low -o rder p e rc e p tu a l inform ation , b u t is n o t affected, or 

changed by it.

W hile C hom sky is h a p p y  to  "proceed  w ith  the s tu d y  of 

'know ledge  of lan g u ag e ' — w h a t is often called 'lin g u is tic  com petence ' -  

in  abstrac tion  from  the  p ro b lem s of how  language is u se d ," 39 cognitive 

lin g u ist R onald  L angacker a rg u es tha t syntax is n o t as objective and  

p re -d e te rm in ed  as C h om sky  w o u ld  like to p o rtra y  it. S en tences like

37 George Lakoff, "Cognitive Semantics," in Meaning and Mental Representations, eds. 
Umberto Eco, Marco Santambrogi and Patrizia Violi, Bloomington and Indianapolis: 
Indiana University Press, 1988, p. 125.

38 Noam Chomsky, op. cit. pp. 112-113.

39 Ibid. P .ll l .  See also the distinction between grammatical competence and pragmatic 
competence, in Noam Chomsky, Rules and Representations. NY, NY: Columbia 
University Press, 1980, P. 59.
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"the g lass is h a lf  full" a n d  "the glass is ha lf-em pty" m ay convey the  

sam e sem an tic  in fo rm ation , b u t w ill c rea te  a  d iffe ren t feeling o r 

a ttitu d e , som etim es even  a w hole d iffe ren t context, and  therefo re  

d ifferen t sem an tics.40 Sim ilarly, L angacker considers the sem antic  

im plications o f  th e  follow ing sentences:

1. All cats are  p lay fu l

2. Any cat is p lay fu l

3. Every cat is p lay fu l

4. Each cat is p layful.

T hese sen tences share the concep tua l co n ten t of a p ro p erty  

(p layfulness) being  a ttribu ted  to all m em bers of a class (the se t of 

cats). T hey  nevertheless em ploy d is tin c t im ages w ith  respec t to 

h o w  o n e  "reaches" or "m entally  accesses" the  class m em bers for 

th is p u rp o se .41

L angacker d ra w s  a tten tio n  here to the  n o tio n  th a t sem antics is n o t 

reducib le  to th e  connection  be tw een  the sign ifier an d  the signified. A ll 

(as designating  a  group), and  "every" (as designating  all the m em bers of 

a  group), in  sen tences (1) and  (2) above, create  a very  d ifferent m en tal 

im age w ith  re g a rd s  to the group, an d  the  re la tionsh ip  of its p layful 

m em bers to th e  g ro u p .

The issue  of pragm atics of language  use  n o t only affects 

sem antics, b u t  m ay  even  affect syntax. M ark  Johnson  suggests tha t w e 

conceptualize o u r  experiences th ro u g h  th e  use  of im age-based 

schem atas, su c h  as containers, w h ich  d e te rm in e  the "in" a n d  "out" 

rela tions of objects in  the  w orld . T he m o st basic  container is ou r o w n

40 Ronald W. Langacker, "An Overview of Cognitive Grammar," p.7.

41 Ibid. p.8.
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body, b u t  the  concept is ex ten d ed  to m etaphorical u ses such  as "w ork

o u t"  etc. U nlike se m io tid an s  like Peirce o r Saussure, Jo h n so n  claim s 

th a t w e process ou r experiences p rio r  to, an d  in d ep en d en tly  of, any 

concepts.42 Bodily experiences are  one  of the  fu n d am en ta l w ays of 

u n d ers tan d in g , and  p o stu la tin g  sp a tia l relationships, a n d  they  affect 

o u r syntactics and  sem antics. In d eed , cognitive linguistics takes the  

experien tia l aspects of o u r life (includ ing  physical sensory  a n d  m otor, 

em otional, an d  social) to be  sign ifican t factors in  the  p ro d u c tio n  a n d  

u n d e rs tan d in g  of linguistic u tte ran ces . George Lakoff sta tes th a t the 

cen tra l d a im  of experien tia lis t cogn ition  is as follow s:

M eaningful concep tual s tru c tu re s  arise from  tw o  sources:

(1) from  the s tru c tu red  n a tu re  of bodily  an d  so d a l  experience, 

an d

(2) from  our innate c a p a d ty  to  im aginatively  p ro jec t from  

certain  well s tru c tu red  aspects o f bodily an d  in teractional 

experience to abstract concep tual structures.43

W hile objectivist cognition sees the  syntax of a language  as arb itrarily  

d e te rm in ed  independen tly  o f m ean ing , experien tialist cogn ition  sees 

the syntax  of a  language as p ro v id in g  gram m atical categories th a t are 

sem an tica lly  m otivated . T he re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  fo rm  a n d  m eaning 

is m u ch  m ore  com plex in  ex p erien tia lis t cognition; it is n o t seen  as 

abstract o r arbitrary, b u t as in te rtw in ed  and  d ep en d en t o n  experiential 

factors. M ost im portantly , language, in  the cognitive linguistics view , 

does n o t function  in d ep en d en tly  of visual, and  o th er senso ry  practices.

42 Mark Johnson, The Body in the Mind: The Bodily Basis of Reason and Imagination. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987.

43 George Lakoff, op. cit. p.121.
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U sing  the research  o f  Johnson , Rosch (to be  d iscussed  below ), and  

o thers, Lakoff a rgues th a t k inesthetic, bod ily  a n d  im age-based  schem ata 

a re  all in teg ral e lem en ts  o f any  linguistic activ ity . Lakoff concludes: 

C ognitively  re a l  rep re se n ta tio n s  of m ean in g  m u s t m ake u se  of 

im age- schem as. Im age schem as a re  n o t fin ita ry  arb itrary  

m eaningless sy m b o ls  w hose  in te rn a l s tru c tu re  is irre levan t. 

Im age schem as a re  n o n fin ita ry  (th a t is co n tin u o u s), 

nonarb itrary , m ea n in g fu l (via p e rcep tu a l-m o to r experience), 

w ith  a  sem an tica lly -re lev an t in te rn a l s tru c tu re .44 

T he  no tion  th a t n a tu ra l lan g u ag e  p rocessing  uses a t  least som e m en ta l 

im agery  in  its sem an tic  a n d  cognitive p rocessing  leads us nicely to the 

d iscussion  of v isual p e rcep tio n . But before d o in g  so I w o u ld  like to 

p o in t  ou t th a t w hile  co g n itiv e  linguistics has d ra w n  a tten tio n  to the  

fac t th a t g ram m ar d o e s  n o t function  as a n  in d e p e n d e n t m odule , it, too, 

assum es a certa in  h ie ra rch ica l a n d  p ropositiona l p rocessing . I shall 

sh o w  this w h en  d iscu ss in g  E leanor R osch’s fo rm u la tio n  of basic level 

concepts, or p ro to types.

It is also w o r th  m en tio n in g  th a t w h e n  w e u se  language, h u m an s 

a re  capable of b o th  receiv ing  a n d  p roducing  u tte rances. A n d  w hile the 

p e rcep tio n  of lan g u ag e  m ay  n o t have m u ch  to d o  w ith  the  construction  

o f sentences, there  is so m eth in g  to be sa id  abou t the  g rea te r 

u n d e rs tan d in g  an d  com petence  in  the use  of language , th a t is a resu lt 

o f active p a rtic ip a tio n  in  it. W hile we m ay all p ro d u c e  m en ta l 

im agery , only  very  few  o f u s  p ro d u ce  pub lic  im ages fo r com m unicative 

pu rposes. The p ro d u c tio n  o f language is fast, easy  an d  requ ires only 

th e  technology of o u r vocal cords. The p ro d u c tio n  of im ages, on  the

44 Ibid. p.149.
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o th er h a n d , is leng thy , req u ires  sk ill a n d  certa in  devices, w h ic h  in  the  

case of p h o to g rap h y  and  film, are  com plex, technology based , a n d  

consum e tim e. I t  is, na tu ra lly , v e ry  d ifficu lt to create a n  im m ed ia te  

v isual d ia lo g u e , a n d  only few  m em b ers  o f society have  a  conscious 

u n d e rs tan d in g  of w h a t it takes to p ro d u ce  im ages. B ut w e a re  all 

skilled  in  see in g  im ages, an d  the  n e x t section  will exp lain  w h a t th a t 

seeing  in v o lv es  cognitively .

V isual p e rcep tio n

Seeing  invo lves a n e u ra l re sp o n se  to  light reflecting  fro m  the  

e n v iro n m en t o n to  the  re tin a  in  th e  b ack  of o u r eyes. T here  a re  tw o 

k inds of lig h t recep to r cells in  the  re tin a , ro d s and  cones. T he ro d s  

specialize in  see ing  u n d e r lig h t co n d itio n s of low  in tensity , su c h  as 

dusk  o r n igh t. C ones specialize in  p ro d u c in g  full spectrum  o f co lor 

u n d e r w ell-illum ina ted  cond itions. O u r eyes can see in  a ran g e  of 

abou t 180° b u t  w e see in  clear focus on ly  in  the fovea, a n  a rea  in  the 

cen ter of o u r  re tin a  tha t is ab o u t 2° w ide . The fovea is m ostly  p acked  

w ith  cones, w h ile  rods dom inate  th e  parafovea , the n e a r  fovea an d  the 

res t of the re tin a . R obert Solso cla im s th a t

B ecause sh a rp  vision is re s tr ic te d  to a  n arrow  b a n d  of 

availab le  stim uli, w e v iew  objects, such  as pa in tings, w ith  

eyes th a t a re  constantly  refocusing  o n  d ifferent regions. A  

consequence  of this eye m o v em en t is th a t w e do  n o t see a 

p a in tin g  a ll a t  once, as is com m only  thought, b u t by 

fo rm in g  a n  im pression  b a se d  o n  a la rge  num ber of 

in d iv id u a l de ta ils  fa lling  w ith in  fovea l v ision.45
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T hese co n stan t eye m o v em en ts  a n d  the re-focusing  they  involve are  

called  saccades. U n d e r  this v iew  w e only  see a n  im age in  its en tirety  

once w e reco n s tru c t i t  as a  m en ta l im age in  o u r  b ra in , w h ich  is, in  a 

sense, a post-v iew ing  p ro d u c t. E ven the su rp rise d  close-up of the 

sta tion  m anager, o r  the  face o f the gunm an  try ing  to b lo w  off the fly in  

Once Upon a Time in the West ,  requ ire  tim e to  be v iew ed  as a  series of 

saccadic eye m ovem ents, a n d  to  be reconstruc ted  in  o u r brain . O ther 

researchers h ave  sh o w n  th a t v isua l p rocessing  is n o t on ly  executed in  

the  foveal areas, b u t  also  in  the parafoveal (an d  the  p e rip h e ra l areas of 

the  retina), a lth o u g h  th e  p rocessing  is generally  n o t as com plete .46 In  

research  on  read in g , R ayner claim s th a t parafovea l a n d  periphera l 

p rev iew  allow  p a rtia l p rocessing  of upcom ing  tex t in  advance of 

fixating that text a n d  th a t th is pa rtia l processing paves the w ay for m ore 

deta iled  foveal p rocessing  th a t u ltim ately  resu lts  in  w o rd  recognition. 

This p re-processing  is generally  considered  to b e  n o t phonological (does 

n o t include u tte r in g  so u n d s) n o r  sem antic  (does n o t include  processing 

a t h igher level of cogn ition), b u t  is m ainly  v isua l (based  on  

d iscrim ination  of fea tu res , etc). T here is a  clear connection  here 

b e tw een  low -level p re-p rocessing  of v isual p e rcep tio n  an d  h igh-order 

cognitive o p e ra tio n s o f tex t com prehension .47 S uch  a  v iew  h in ts at 

m ore holistic a ttitu d e s  to w a rd  im age processing , to w h ich  I shall re tu rn  

later. This specific d eb a te  on  the  n a tu re  of im ages as a resu lt of the

45 Robert L. Solso Cognition and the Visual Arts. Cambridge, MA: MTT Press, 1994, pp. 
23-24.

46 R.N. Haber, "Control of Eye Movements in reading" and Hochberg J. 'Toward a 
Speech-Plan Eye-Movement Model of Reading," in FLA. Monty & J.R. Senders (eds.) Eye 
Movements and Psychological Processes. Hilsdale. N.J.: Erlbaum, 1976.

47 K. Rayner, "Foveal and Parafoveal Cues in reading" in J. Requin (ed.) Attention and 
Performance VTT. Hilside. NJ.: Erlabaum, 1978, pp. 29-34.
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capacity  o f the fovea a n d  p a ra fo v e a  in  the re tina , is e c h o e d  in  a  m u c h  

m o re  ph ilosophical discussion* on  the  n a tu re  o f o u r  p e rc ep tio n , the  

d eb a te  b e tw een  d irec t rea lism  a n d  rep resen ta tive  rea lism .48

From  the re tin a , n eu ro m s sim u ltaneously  fire a lo n g  tw o  sep ara te  

tracks to the low er back  p a r t  otf the b ra in , w here  the v isu a l cortex  is 

located , a n d  visual p rocessing  is perfo rm ed . T he first, a  v e n tra l stream , 

is im p o rtan t for object re c o g n itio n  w hile  the second , the d o rsa l s tream , 

is specia lized  in  de te rm in ing  sj>atia l re la tions b e tw een  objects.49 M uch  

of the  research  done  focuses oan ob ject recogn ition  a n d  n am in g , th u s on  

the v e n tra l stream . B ut in  o u r  d a ily  experiences o f o u r  e n v iro n m en t, 

an d  in  the  percep tion  of m o v in g  im ages, the re la tio n s a m o n g s t these  

objects, o r the function  of the  d o r s a l  stream , are  as im p o rta n t as object

48 Both doctrines share the notion th a t there is a real physical world, which is 
independent of our perception of it. B u t as Dretske puts it:

Direct realism holds that.. .  under normal conditions observers are, in a direct 
and unmediated way, perceptually aware of the objects and facts that 
constitute this world. ( . . . )  A ccording to representative realism, our perception 
of physical objects is indirect, mediated by a more direct apprehension of 
internal representations . . .  oE external physical objects.

For representative realism then, knotwledge about the objective physical world is 
available to us only through subjective mental facts and internal representations.
Solso, with his "after the fact" image is a representationalist, while Gibson 
(ecological approach) is a direct realist.

In the case of film, such a deba te becomes even more complicated. As mentioned 
earlier, the viewer is aware that the pro-film ic event happened in the past, while 
shooting the film elsewhere, and that it seems "real" only through a manipulation of 
optical illusion (both photographic an*d editing). And indeed, much o f  the cognitive 
film literature is devoted to an explor-ation of the nature of this illusion. But whatever 
kind of illusion film is, the film imagers and sounds are either experienced directly at 
the time of viewing, as an unmediatedl perception of a screen image in a theater, or the 
filmic construction is perceived representationally, via some mediated mental 
capacity. I shall not attempt here to reso lve  the debate between direct realism and 
representational realism, since it is onJy indirectly relevant to the question of 
perception and cognition of actual filmaic information. But I wanted to mention this 
debate here, since it is the main locus o»f work for so many cognitive film theorist.

49 Nakayama, Ken & Zijiang J. He, an«i Shinsuke Shimojo, "Visual Surface 
Representation: A Critical Link B etw een Lower Level and Higher Level Vision," in An 
Invitation to Cognitive Science: Visuail Cognition. Vol. 2, eds. Stephen M. Kosslyn and 
Daniel N. Osherson, Cambridge, MA: MTT Press, 1995, p.3.
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reco g n itio n . E ven  m o re  im p o rta n t fo r  th e  case of film is th e  fac t th a t  

th e  v e n tra l s tream  m ay  som etim es n o t b e  sufficient, since the  ob jec t to  

be  recogn ized  has n ev er b e en  seen  before . The A l ie n  exam ple  

m e n tio n e d  earlie r is su ch  a  case: co m p reh en sio n  cannot b e  b a sed  o n  

th e  v e n tra l s tream , b u t  re lies o n  the d o rsa l s tream  (w here is th e  a lien  

co m in g  from ?). A s a  re su lt o f the  in ab ility  to re ly  on  the  v e n tra l 

s tre am , the  perce iver also n eed s  to re ly  o n  h ig h er cognitive p ro cess in g  

o f th e  em o tions a n d  resp o n ses  of th e  o th e r  characters in  the  film .

W hile  in te rp re ta tio n  a t  la rge  m ay  re q u ire  recogn ition  of objects 

th ro u g h  the  v e n tra l s tre am , the  su sp en se  in  the  Alien  relies p rec ise ly  

o n  th e  inab ility  to m ake  conclusive ju d g e m e n ts  abou t object 

reco g n itio n . The A lien  is seen  looking  sim ilar to  a lobster, a snake , a  

sea  cucum ber, a  robo t, p la in  teeth , a n d  even tua lly  all this m ass can  b e  

c h an g e d  so as to be  a irb o rn e  th ro u g h  th e  ven tila tion  system . The 

in ab ility  to reach  a  conclusive decision  a b o u t the  alien 's sh ap e  leads to  

re lian c e  o n  o th e r ava ilab le  in fo rm atio n , su c h  as the  behav io r o f the  

c h arac te rs  invo lved , g en eric  conven tions a n d  expectations, etc. T he 

in te rp la y  b e tw een  th e  au d ien ce 's  in secu rity  ab o u t the A lien 's form , a n d  

th e  in te rp re ta tio n  of the  o v e ra ll n a rra tiv e  consequently  relies o n  th e  

in te ra c tio n  b e tw een  lo w -o rd er v isual p ro cess in g  (both the  v en tra l a n d  

th e  d o rsa l stream s) a n d  h ig h -o rd e r p ro b le m  solv ing  m echanism s. I 

w ill th e re fo re  no w  tu rn  to briefly  describe  the research  o n  the  v e n tra l 

a n d  th e  do rsa l stream s.

T he V entral stream

M ost re sea rch  do n e  o n  object recogn ition  is d o n e  in  a labora to ry  

s itu a tio n  w here  subjects are  asked  to p e rfo rm  a n  array of tasks su ch  as
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iden tify ing  w hether a ta rge t object is in  a  scanned g ro u p , a n d  m atch ing  

shapes, o r letters and  d ig its to scan n ed  g roups. These experim en ts in  

ex trem ely  controlled  c ircum stances h av e  fascinating resu lts  as far as 

object recognition  goes.

A t the  very  basic level, N eisser n o tes  th a t

V isual search involves p a ra lle l p rocessing . D u rin g  each  fixation, 

subjects m ust (1) decide w h e th e r  the  item  they h av e  fixated  is a 

ta rge t (2) select the  nex t ite m  in  the  periphery  to fixate, a n d  (3) 

organize  a saccadic eye m o v em en t to b ring  the fovea  to  b ea r on  

the  nex t item .50

W h en  look ing  a t how  w e com e u p  w ith  a  decision  a b o u t w h e th e r  a n  

item  is a  ta rge t or a non-targe t, N e isse r cam e up  w ith  a  h iera rch ica l 

p rocessing  schema:

Stim uli are first tested  fo r lo w er o rd er physical p ro p e rtie s  in  

paralle l, and non-targets m ay  b e  categorized a t these  low er-order 

levels. T hat is, if the s tim u lu s  fails these low er o rd e r  tests, it  is 

classified as a non- ta rg e t w ith o u t fu rth er processing. If the  

stim ulus passes those lo w er o rd e r  tests, h igher o rd e r  tests are 

conducted  on m ore ab strac t fea tu res  of the stim u lus.51 

N e isse r’s research  then  show s th a t tw o  v isual search p rocesses are 

active  a t any search: p rea tten tiv e , a n d  focal attentive. T he  p rea tten tiv e  

search  is a crude  scan of the  w ho le  v isua l field for easily d iscrim inab le  

physical features. Focal a tten tiv e  search , on  the  o ther h a n d , is a  slow er 

seria l m echanism  opera ting  o n  one  object a t a  time. N o n -ta rg e ts  g e t a 

p rea tten tiv e  treatm ent, w hile  ta rg e ts  g e t the  focal p rocessing . B ut this

50 U. Neisser Cognitive Psychology. N ew  York: Appleton- Century-Crofts, 1967. p.282.

51 Ibid. p.288.
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div ision  only w orks fo r d is tin c t non-targets. If th e  non-targe t is 

rela tively  sim ilar to  th e  ta rg e t i t  gets full focal processing. Chase a n d  

C avanagh  posed  a  challenge to the low-level, shape  based, b inary- 

processing  thesis of N eisser's . By show ing  th a t  color, size a n d  sh ap e  a ll 

affect the identification of ta rge ts  o r non-targets , they  show  th a t p re  

a tten tive  and  focal a tten tiv e  processes can  h a p p e n  for d ifferen t aspec ts  

of the object, a n d  n o t a lw ays in  accordance w ith  one another.52

The decision w h e th e r  a n  item  is a ta rg e t o r a non -targe t is m a d e  

by  the use  of tem plate  th eo ry  w h ich  "postu lates th a t p a tte rn  

recogn ition  involves m a tch in g  sensory  in p u t a g a in st specific, labe led  

tem p la te  like rep re se n ta tio n s  s to re d  in  m em ory ."53 There are  tw o 

m ajor problem s w ith  th e  tem p la te  theory, th o u g h . T he first is th a t fo r  

recognition  to occur th ere  m u st be a m atch, w h ich  m eans a n  a lready  

perceived  m em ory of th a t object. Secondly, a n d  m ore  im portan tly , 

N eisser's  theory is b a sed  o n  the  assum ption  th a t a  vast num ber of 

m em ories need to be s to re d  as tem plates so as to to lerate size changes, 

and  d ifferen t perspec tives o n  th ree-d im ensional objects. In  o ther 

w ords, the tem plates a re  fairly  specific. Such a  theo ry  w ould  claim  th a t 

recognizing  the g u n  res tin g  o n  th e  leg a n d  p o in tin g  dow n  in  the tilt-u p  

sh o t a t the  beginning o f Once Upon a Time in the West,  and  

recognizing the g u n  u sed  to trap  the  fly a d o zen  sho ts later, requ ire  tw o  

d ifferen t tem plates. B ut p ro to ty p ica l tem plates can  relieve som e o f the  

p ressu re  on  m em ory  req u irem en ts .

52 William G. Chase, "Visual Information Processing," in Handbook for Perception and 
Human Performance II. ed. by Keneth Boff, Lloyd Kaufman, and James P. Thomas, NY: 
John Wiley and Sons, 1986,p. 28-26.

53 U. Neisser, op. tit., p.156.
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P o sn er a n d  K eele w ere  in v es tig a tin g  w h e th e r  ou r re c o g n itio n  of 

objects is a id ed  by  a  processing th a t  takes in to  account p ro to ty p ica l 

shapes.54 In  a n  in itia l ex p erim en t th ey  sh o w ed  subjects figu res w h ich  

w ere  d is to rted  o u t of a  p ro to type  o f  a  triang le  (so th a t they d id  n o t 

resem ble  triang les), a n d  none of th e  subjects n a m e d  any of the  

d is to r te d  sh ap es - "a triangle." In  a  second  experim en t, the  sam e  

subjects w ere  sh o w n  som e of the  o ld  shapes, p lus the  p ro to ty p e  (a 

triang le), a n d  som e n ew  shapes. T he  subjects im m edia te ly  reco g n ized  

the  p ro to ty p e , n a m e d  it a  triang le , a n d  th en  m atch ed  and  c o m p a re d  all 

o th e r shapes to it, as good  or b a d  exam ples of the  pro to type . T he  m ore 

sim ilar a  n ew  p a tte rn  w as to th e  p ro to ty p e , the  qu icker an d  m o re  

accura te ly  it w as classified. P osner a n d  K eele concluded  th a t th e  m ore 

experience w e h av e  w ith  real-life en co u n ters  of a category, the  less we 

rem em b er in d iv id u a l instances, a n d  the m ore  w e rely  on  th e  g e n e ra l 

(prototypical) p roperties of the category . They define the p ro to ty p e  as 

"an averaged , m o d a l (no extrem e exam ples), or the  m ost ty p ica l p a tte rn  

o u t of a  se t of instances."55 The p ro to ty p e  ap p ro ach  is very  effic ien t as 

fa r  as m em ory  goes, and  therefore  ad d resses the  first difficulty w ith  

N e isse r's  tem p la te  theory , th a t o f s to rin g  in d iv id u a l in stances in  

m em ory . B ut the  second  p ro b lem  w ith  N eisser 's  theory, th a t o f th e  

specificity  of each  im age, is n o t reso lv ed  b y  this m odel either. D istance, 

color, ligh ting  cond itions, ang le  o f v iew ing , a n d  occlusion all a ffec t 

h o w  w e perceive  a n  object. In d ee d , there  is little  in  com m on (v isually  

speaking) b e tw een  the g u n  tu ck ed  in  the  belt, po in ting  d o w n  a n d

54 M.I. Posner & S.W. Keele, "On The Genesis of Abstract Ideas," Journal of 
Experimental Psychology . 1968,77, 353-363.

55 Ibid. p. 356.
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slightly  occluded by  the  d u s te r , a n d  the sidew ays v iew  of the  g u n  held  

in  f ro n t o f the g u n m an 's  face  w ith  the  fly in  it. I t  seem s h a rd  to m ake a 

case th a t there  cou ld  b e  a  sin g le  v isual p ro to ty p e  th a t w ill accoun t for 

b o th  instances of th e  c a teg o ry  "gun." But it m akes sen se  th a t  there  

w o u ld  be  a  h igher-level c a teg o ry  "gun" tha t co u ld  b e  im p o sed  o n  bo th  

instances. This ab strac t g e n e ra l concep t will, o f cou rse , req u ire  social, 

h isto rica l an d  fu n c tio n a l k n o w le d g e  th a t w ill h e lp  co m p e n sa te  fo r the 

v isu a l differences.

The w o rk  o n  v isu a l p ro to ty p e s  (especially these  h igher-leve l 

categories) is closely re la te d  to  the w o rk  on  linguistic  p ro to ty p es  

co n d u c ted  by E leanor R osch  a n d  o thers.56 R osch n o tic ed  th a t som e 

instances o f a category are co n sid ered  m ore typical o r b e tte r  exam ples of 

th a t category. For instance, subjects w ere m ore easily  id en tify in g  a 

ro b in  as a  b ird  th an  a  ch icken , a n d  th e ir iden tifica tion  tim e w as 10% 

faster w h en  a typical in stance  o f a category w as p resen ted . Rosch used 

the  (W ittgenstin ian) co n cep t o f fam ily  resem blance w ith in  a  category: 

typ ical o r p ro to typ ica l m em b ers  share  m ore a ttr ib u te s  w ith  o th e r 

m em bers of the category , b u t  a t  the  sam e tim e they  p ro v id e  m axim al 

d iscrim ination  from  closely  re la ted , con trasting  ca tegories .57 Categories 

o f rea l w o rld  objects a re  h ierarch ica lly  struc tu red , a n d  th e re  is generally 

a  m o st basic  level of ab strac tio n , or the p ro to type . T he basic  level b ird, 

for in stance, is p laced  in  b e tw e e n  the su p e ro rd in a te  (an im al) a n d  the

56E. Rosch, "On the internal structure of perceptual and semantic categories," In T.E. 
Moore (ed.) Cognitive Development and the Acquisition of Language. N ew  York, NY: 
Academic Press, 1973.

57 E. Rosch and C.B. Mervis, "Family resemblances: Studies in the internal structure of 
categories," Cognitive Psychology . 1975, 7, 573-650.
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subord ina te  (robin) levels of abstraction  an d  specificity. Rosch e t al. 

c la im  th a t

Basic categories a re  those th a t carry  the  m o st inform ation, 

possess the  h ig h e s t category cue valid ity , a n d  are, thus, the m ost 

d ifferen tia ted  fro m  one ano ther.58 

In  accordance w ith  G le itm an  & G leitm an 's re sea rch  (m en tioned  above) 

o n  language acqu isition  o f y oung  children, R osch show s that basic 

level concepts (for in stan ce  "chair") develop  a t  a n  earlie r age (3-5), th an  

supero rd ina te  ("fu rn itu re"), a n d  subord ina te  ("rocker") ones (5-8). 

Im p o rta n t for the d iscu ss io n  on  vision, R osch no tes th a t basic levels 

are  the  highest levels o f abstrac tion  for w h ich  p eo p le  can generate 

im ages to facilitate p e rc ep tu a l and  m otor processes. So if one hears 

"an im al"  (su p ero rd in a te) one is a t a  loss in  com ing  u p  w ith  a m en tal 

im age, b u t if one h ears  "b ird "  one comes u p  w ith  a n  im age 

im m ediate ly  a n d  efficiently . B ut it is, of course, a  very  d ifferent issue 

for subjects to produce  a  m en ta l im age of an  object a fte r receiving a 

basic level verbal cue, th a n  to use  p ro to types w hile  perceiv ing  v isual 

in form ation . In  o th e r w o rd s , Rosch m oves b ack  a n d  fo rth  betw een  

language and  im ages w ith o u t acknow ledging  the  difference in  

percep tion , and  possib ly  also in  the p ro d u c tio n  of m en ta l im agery, 

ve rsu s th a t of a  n a tu ra l language. A nd  w hile  I su p p o r t the cognitive 

linguistics ' claim  th a t th e  processing of b o th  language  and  im ages is 

in te r-d ep en d en t, it is im p o rta n t to deal w ith  the  peculiarities of the 

p e rcep tio n  of each  m ed iu m , a n d  only then  (an d  q u ite  carefully) chart 

the  re la tionsh ip  b e tw ee n  th em  in  o ther cogn itive  processes.

58 E. Rosch, C. Mervis, W. Gray, D. Johnson, & P. Boyes- Braem, "Basic Objects in 
Natural Categories," Cognitive Psychology. 1976:8, p. 382.
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Geons

W h ile  try ing  to ap p ly  th e  p ro to ty p e  theo ry  to  im ages, a n d  solve 

the  p ro b le m  of h o w  subjects m a in ta in  invariance  o f concep t o v e r 

changes in  size, p o in t o f v iew , a n d  o th e r  variables, Irv in g  B ied e rm a n  

com es ug5 w ith  an  in te re s tin g  so lu tio n . B iederm an  n o ticed  th a t  "visual 

en tities a lm o s t  a lw ays in v ite  a  d eco m p o sitio n  of th e ir  e lem en ts  in to  

sim ple  p.-arts."59 The m a n n e r o f the  deco m p o sitio n  does n o t d e p e n d  on  

subjects' fam iliarity, o r recogn ition , of the  object: B ied e rm an 's  research  

show s th ia t "nonsense sh ap es"  w ere  decom posed  to  sim ilar su b sh ap es 

by  su b jec ts . These subshapes a re  b a sed  on  v iew p o in t in v a rian t 

p ro p e r t ie s , such  as p a ra lle l lines, cu rves, s tra ig h t lines a n d  sym m etry . 

B ied erm ian  th en

p ro p o se d  a th eo ry  of e n try  level object recogn ition  th a t  assum es 

t h a t  a g iven  v iew  of a n  object is rep resen ted  as an  a rran g em en t 

o f sim ple, v ie w p o in t- in v a ria n t, vo lum atic  p rim itiv e s  ca lled  

gecons. ( . . . )  T he geons h av e  tw o  particu larly  desirab le  

praoperties: they  can  be  d istingu ished  from  each  o th e r fro m  

a lm o s t  any v iew po in t, a n d  th e ir  iden tifica tion  is h ig h ly  

r e s is ta n t  to v isua l n o ise .60 

B ie d e rm a n  identifies tw en ty -fo u r geons, such  as brick, cy linder, an d  

cone, w h ic h  can be se t in  d iffe ren t rela tions and  aspect ra tio  to  p roduce  

10,497,600 possible tw o geon  objects.61

59 Irving Bi*ederman, "Visual Object Recognition" in An Invitation to Cognitive Science: 
Visual CogHiition. Vol. 2, eds. Stephen M. Kosslyn and Daniel N. Osherson, Cambridge, 
MA: MIT P-ress, 1995, p. 129.

60 Ibid. p. 1389.
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Geons Objects

Illustration #2: Biederman's decomposition into geons.62

In  a series of ex p e rim e n ts  B iederm an  a n d  o th e rs  exam ine  the theory  of 

decom position  in to  g eo n s, an d  the resu lts  a re  o v e rw h elm in g ly  in  

su p p o rt of the  th eo ry .63 B iederm an  w rites:

The th eo ry  th u s  im p lies a  principle o f  geon recovery: if an  

a rran g em en t o f  tw o  o r three geons can  b e  reco v ered  from  an  

im age, objects c a n  b e  quickly recogn ized  e v en  w h e n  they are 

occluded, ro ta te d  in  d ep th , novel, ex tensively  d eg rad ed , or 

lacking cu sto m ary  deta il, color, an d  tex tu re .64

61 Ibid. p.143.

62 Ibid. p. 140.

63 One may also think of "how to draw" instruction books that simplify complex objects 
into a set of basic, geon-Iike shapes.

64 Ibid. p.144.
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It is in te re s tin g  to no te  th a t the  f irs t g u n  seen  in  Once Upon a Time in 

the West ,  a lth o u g h  partly  occluded, reveals the  tw o im p o rtan t geons: a 

lengthy  p ip e  like cylinder, an d  the  r in g  of the trigger. W ere the  trigger 

h id d en  u n d e r  the  coat, w e w o u ld  h a v e  b een  left w ith  one geon , the  

cylinder, a n d  w o u ld  have h ad  m ore  d ifficu lty  recognizing the  object a t 

hand . The g e o n  theo ry  also exp la ins w h y  the  aud ience has su c h  a 

difficulty  a n tic ip a tin g  the p resence o f the  A lien  in  Alien .  G iven  th a t 

the film m akers k e p t changing the  size, shape, and  m ateria l o f the 

Alien, a n d  g iv e n  th a t often  on ly  a  sm all p a r t  of it show s (in a  close-up), 

or it is occ luded , it is im possible to decom pose  the A lien to a  series of 

basic geons.

M oreover, a  theory  of d eco m p o sitio n  to  such basic  fo rm s does 

help  us re tr iev e  a n d  store a re p re se n ta tio n  in  m em ory, u n d e r  varied  

v isual co n d itio n s. U nlike N e isse r’s tem p la tes , or P o sn er a n d  K eele's 

p ro to types, B iederm an 's theory is a b o tto m -u p  theory. Im ages are  

decom posed in to  basic  shapes (geons) first, an d  only th en  are  

recognized. D ifferen t experim ents c o n d u c ted  by B iederm an show  th a t 

the p rim ing  in  these  experim ents w as large ly  visual (based on  the  

shapes an d  n a tu ra l  decom position  in to  those shapes), ra th e r  th an  

contextual o r lexical (i.e., based  o n  a  pre-conceived  concept).65

B ied e rm an  also poin ts o u t th a t e v en  in  the absence of any  

context, the  sp e ed  of object recogn ition  is n o t m uch slow ed  d o w n , d a ta  

w hich  a rgues ag a in st a  central ro le  fo r to p -d o w n  m echanism s su ch  as 

categorization . This research suggests th a t the initial p e rcep tio n  of 

v isual objects is d o n e  in  a m ain ly  b o tto m -u p  m anner, an d  o n ly  w h e n  

nam ing  a n d  c lassification  are in v o lv e d  d o  h igher o rd e r cogn itive

65 Ibid. p.149.
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activ ities com e in to  the  p ic tu re . B iederm an 's resea rch  also enables us 

to com e up  w ith  a m o d e l fo r v isua l m em ory  sto rage . Instances a re  

abstracted  to geons w hich  com pose pro to typical (Rosch-style) entries, 

b u t  these p ro to types a re  easily m an ipu la ted  (the v a ria n t aspects of the 

geons, like size, ro ta tio n  a n d  re la tion  to one ano ther), so as to be 

m atched  to particu la r p e rcep tu a l instances.

R esearch on  the v e n tra l s tream  then , ind ica tes a  specific 

in te rac tion  b e tw een  h ig h er-o rd e r cognitive m echan ism s a n d  low -order 

processes d u rin g  the tim e of percep tion  of p a rticu la r objects. While 

bo ttom -up  in fo rm ation  is processed , it is m ostly  classified  a n d  sto red  in  

categories. W hether u s in g  tem plates, p ro to types, o r  decom position  

in to  geons, the  low -level v isua l percep tion  opera tes by  com paring  

senso ry  in p u t to ex isting  d a ta  in  o u r m em ory. B ut the v en tra l s tream  

research  focuses on  object identification , a n d  d u rin g  o u r daily  activities 

w e only som etim es search  for a specific ta rg e t in  o u r  v isual 

en v iro n m en t. W e m u c h  m o re  o ften  p rocess the  e n v iro n m e n t 

w ith o u t a specific goal. In  these cases our eyes are  overw helm ed by  a 

m ultip licity  of stim ulus, a n d  the speed  w ith  w h ich  w e process those 

com plex im ages ind icates th a t it is unlikely th a t w e  decom pose each 

a n d  every object to d e te rm in e  w h a t it is, before  d e riv in g  a m eaningful 

percep tion  a b o u t the w hole  im age. Research o n  th e  do rsa l stream  can 

therefo re  shed  som e lig h t on  h o w  w e process com plex  v isual 

e n v iro n m en ts .

The Dorsal Stream

As m en tioned  earlier, the  do rsa l s tream  is responsib le  for 

de te rm in ing  spatia l re la tions, m ostly  as a g u id in g  too l fo r m otor
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in terac tions. H ere  p o sitio n , s ize , a n d  o rien ta tion  in  sp ace  m u s t b e  

de te rm in ed  w ith  g rea t accuracy . In  th e  follow ing pages I  w ill d iscuss 

som e of the resea rch  d o n e  o n  th e  in te rp re ta tio n  of com plex  im ages 

su ch  as those w e are  faced w ith  in  o u r  daily physical activ ities.

D evelopm ental p sy ch o lo g is t Jean  Piaget explains th a t  a n  a d u lt

like  rep resen ta tio n  of la rge-sca le  en v ironm en ts d ev e lo p s o n ly  a t  ages 

11-12. 66 Up to the  age of six o r  se v en  ch ild ren  are a t a n  egocen tric  (or 

p roportional) stage: th ey  lo ca te  ob jec ts in  the e n v iro n m e n t re la tiv e  to 

th e ir  o w n  bodies, a n d  u sin g  th e ir  b o d ily  experience they  le a rn  to 

ev a lu a te  proxim ity, sep ara tio n , o p e n  a n d  close shapes. In  o th e r  w ords, 

objects m ay seem  larger o r sm a lle r  d ep en d in g  on  the c h ild 's  d istance  

fro m  them , and  the ch ild  is u n a b le  to com pute the  d is ta n c e / 

m ovem en t factor in to  a stab le  rep re se n ta tio n  of the  space. A t ages 

sev en  to n ine ch ild ren  m o v e  in to  the  fixed (or concrete  o p e ra tio n a l)  

stage, w here a fixed co o rd in a te  sy s te m  -- in w hich  objects a n d  one 's 

o w n  b o d y  are o rien ted  re la tiv e  to  fixed  points an d  lan d m ark s  in  the 

env ironm en t -- is estab lished . H e re  th e  child o rien ts itse lf  b a sed  o n  

stab le  objects, an d  is able to c o m p re h e n d  distances an d  h e r  o w n  

m o v em en t re levan t to these  objects. A t  this stage m ore  com plex  

topological p roperties are  p e rce iv ed , su c h  as 'be tw een ,"  o rd e r , a n d  

enclosure . A ro u n d  age ten  o r  e lev en  ch ild ren  reach  the  c o o rd in a te  (or 

fo rm al operational) stage. A t th is  s tag e  an  abstract co o rd in a te  system , 

su ch  as the card inal system , d ev e lo p s , an d  the topological p ro p ertie s  of 

con tinu ity  and  o th er ab strac t re la tio n s  are  established. N o w  the ch ild  is 

ab le  to  have a m en ta l f lo o r-p la n  of th e  env ironm en t, o n e  th a t  is

66 J. Piaget & B. Inhelder. The Child's conception of Space. New York, NY: Norton, 
1967.
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in d e p e n d e n t o f herself, a n d  h e r p lac em en t in  space. I t is in te res tin g  to 

n o te  th a t u n til  th e  age of eleven  w e  d o  n o t have an  ab strac t 

p ro p o s itio n a l concep t o f o u r v isu a l env ironm en t, b u t  one th a t  is 

chang ing  a n d  is  rela tive  to  o u r b o d y 's  a n d  o ther objects' p o sitio n s  in  

space.

V isual p rocessing of large spaces requ ires several sub-processes. 

T reism an, fo r instance, looked  a t  h o w  subjects g roup  to g e th er objects 

th a t share  ce rta in  features, as a w ay  to  process the w hole im age  faster 

a n d  m ore  efficiently.

A  p e rcep tu a l g ro u p  is a  co llection  of spatially  p rox im ate  objects 

w h ich  share  a p rea tten tiv e  fe a tu re  in  com m on (shape, size, 

color, tex tu re , orien tation). T he in teresting  p ro p e rty  of a g ro u p  

is th a t focal a tten tion  can b e  b ro u g h t to bear o n  the g ro u p , an d  

the  g ro u p  as a w hole can be p rocessed  in  parallel w ith  respec t to 

the g ro u p in g  feature. S patia l p rox im ity  is im p o rtan t because  if 

tw o fea tu re  g roups are in te rm ixed , a tten tion  can  be focused  only 

o n  in d iv id u a l objects.67 

T re ism an 's  re su lts  show  th a t if th e  ta rg e t is un ique, a n d  d iffe ren t from  

the  se t, it  c an  be  searched  by  "fea tu re  search" w hich is m u ch  like 

N e isse r's  p re-a tten tive  process, fas t an d  paralle l for a few  g ro u p s. T hat 

is, w h e n  the ta rg e t is un ique, a c ru d e  search  on  w hole g ro u p s can  de tec t 

the p resence  o r  absence of the targe t. B ut if the target shares a  fea tu re  

w ith  th e  set, th ere  is a conjunctive search , w h ich  is focal, seria l, a n d  

con tro lled . T hat is, a  slow  scan, search ing  each  item  in  the  se t has to be 

p e rfo rm ed  in  o rd e r  to verify  the p resence  o r absence of the  targe t.

67 A. Treisman, "Perceptual grouping and attention in visual search for features and for 
objects," Tournal of Experimental psychology: Human perception and Performance. 1982, 
8, p. 198.
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T reism an 's  experim ents in c lu d e d  p lac in g  triangles in  the  m id s t 

of rec tangu lar g ro u p s, o r g roups of triang les only, w here a few  a re  

positioned  d ifferen tly  th an  the g roup . T his is, of course, qu ite  a  low  

level p rocessing  of sim ple  images. B ut I  believe th a t the idea  of 

g ro u p in g  can  be  a p p lied  to m uch  m ore  com plex  visual levels. In  Once 

Upon A  T im e in  the W est  we see a ll th re e  g u n m en  in  the sam e fram e 

o n  tw o d iffe ren t occasions. The firs t is in  th e  fo u rth  shot o f the  film , 

a fte r w e saw  th e  scared  look on  the  face o f the  sta tion  m anager. The 

film  th en  cu ts  to  a  sh o t (presum ably  fro m  th e  m anager's p o in t of view ) 

p an n in g  th ro u g h  the  room  show ing  all en tran ces to the s ta tion  b locked  

b y  the th ree  m en. T hey are all d ressed  in  d a rk  w ith  yellow d u ste rs  an d  

b lack  hats , a n d  ev en  th o u g h  they a re  on  th e  righ t, m iddle, an d  left side 

of the fram e, th ey  s tan d  ou t from  the b ro w n  w ooded  station walls, as a  

group . The scene progresses w ith  m ostly  in d iv id u a l shots of each  of 

the  gunm en  w h ile  th ey  are w aiting. T he n ex t tim e we see th em  

together it is fro m  the p o in t of v iew  of C harles Bronson: th ree  d ark ly  

silhouetted  fig u res o n  the station 's p la tfo rm , tu rn in g  tow ards the  

so u n d  of B ronson 's harm onica. L eone th e n  a lte rn a tes  th ro u g h  the  

dialogue in  a  se ries o f close-ups, a t w h ich  e n d  the  three gun m en  a re  

seen  as a g ro u p  one  las t time, ju st long  e n o u g h  to be shot by B ronson. 

W hile m o st o f th e  tw elve  m inutes w ere  d e v o te d  to ind iv idua l sh o ts  of 

the  th ree  m en  w a itin g , g roup  processing  is a t w ork, no t only visually , 

b u t also psychologically , as their m enace com es from  their iden tical 

behav io r, s im ila r c lo th ing , and  overa ll d em ean o r. M oreover, th e ir 

im portance  in  th e  con tex t of the  w ho le  film  lies solely in  the  fact th a t  

they  w ere e lim ina ted  (as a  group) w ith  no  g re a t difficulty by  Bronson.

In  o ther w ords, in  retrospect, after th e  v iew ing  is com pleted, the tw elve
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m inu tes w e sp e n t s tu d y in g  those  m en  in d iv id u a lly  w e re  n a rra tiv e ly  

m islead ing  an d  u se less , as w e d id  n o t n eed  to k n o w  th em  a t  all. A ll w e 

need ed  to know  n a rra tiv e ly  is tha t they w ere  th ree , th a t  th ey  w ere 

rough , an d  th a t th e y  w e re  all k illed  by  one fa s t-o n -th e -d raw  m an.

T heir overall n a rra t iv e  im p o rta n c e  th e n  lies on ly  in  th e ir  sh o ts  as a 

g ro u p , w hich  in te re s tin g ly  a re  p ro v id ed  from  the p o in t  o f v iew  of 

o th er characters. T he  sequence , of course, has o th e r  significance, as it 

sets the m ood  fo r a n  ep ic , p rep a res  us for the aesthe tics o f th e  film, a n d  

p laces it w ith  re la tio n  to  th e  g en re  as a w hole. W hile  i t  is th in  in  

n a rra tiv e  deta il, th e  scen e  is r ich  in  a tm osphere  a n d  o th e r  im p o rtan t 

elem ents to the  te llin g  o f  th e  film . V isual p ro cess in g  h e re  (a focal 

g roup) echoes n a rra tiv e  p rocessing  (a them atic  g ro u p ), a n d  allow s for 

a tten tion  to be p la c e d  o n  the  epic qualities of the  film .

The d iscu ssio n  o f g ro u p in g , w h ich  invo lves p ro ce ss in g  several 

objects of the sam e g ro u p  a t once, brings us to a  re la te d  issue, th a t of 

holistic processing . M a rth a  F a rah  no ticed  that

W hereas m o s t ob jects a re  only a b it h a rd e r  to  recogn ize  upside  

d ow n  th an  r ig h t  s id e  u p , inversion  m akes faces d ram atica lly  

h a rd e r for n o rm a l a d u lt  subjects to recognize .68 

By runn ing  a series o f e x p erim en ts  w ith  p a tien ts  w h o  su ffe r associative 

agnosia  (an im p a irm e n t o f v isu a l recognition), she  m a n a g e d  to 

de te rm ine  th a t som e p a tie n ts  h a d  object agnosia, b u t  no  im p a irm en t 

w ith  faces, an d  som e h a d  th e  exact opposite  synd rom e. A s a  resu lt she 

concluded  th a t th e re  a re  tw o  specialized visual reco g n itio n  system s,

68 Martha J. Farah, "Dissociable Systems for Visual Recognition: A Cognitive 
Neuropsychology Approach," in An Invitation to Cognitive Science: Visual Cognition. 
Vol. 2, eds. Stephen M. Kosslyn and Daniel N. Osherson, Cambridge, MA: MTT Press, 
1995, p. 101.
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one for objects a n d  one  for faces, w h ich  opera te  in d ep en d en tly  o f one  

an o th e r in  a m o d u la r  fash io n .69 H e r  experim en ts w ith  v isua l agnostics 

led  her to  conclude th a t face reco g n itio n  is a holistic  process, w h ich  

require  no  decom position  in to  p a rts , a n d  therefore  requ ires the  ab ility  

to rep resen t com plex parts . F a rah  concludes that

Face reco g n itio n  an d  co m m o n  object recogn ition  d e p e n d  o n  

d ifferen t system s th a t a re  anatom ically  separate , functionally  

in d ep en d en t, a n d  d iffe r accord ing  to the degree  of p a rt 

d ecom position  u sed  in  rep re sen tin g  shape.70 

This research  th en  suggests th a t  w hile  w atch ing  a film  w e use  tw o 

d ifferent v isua l processes of p e rcep tio n : one holistic  to accoun t fo r faces 

in  the fram e, a n d  th e  o th e r d eco m p o sitio n a l (in a sim ila r sty le  to 

B iederm an's), w h ich  analyzes th e  space a ro u n d  the  characters.

So far, I h ave  been  d iscu ssin g  the p ercep tio n  of one im age, a  

fram e o r a sho t of a  film . W e h a v e  ju s t seen  th a t there  a re  a t  least tw o  

operations a t w o rk  (holistic a n d  decom positional) in  the  p e rcep tio n  of 

each sho t of the film . The b a lan ce  b e tw ee n  these processes w ill 

probably  d e p en d  o n  the  k in d  o f the  sh o t (a con tinuum  from  an  

extrem e close-up of one object to  a w ide-angle shot of a large space) an d  

its d u ra tio n  on  th e  screen. Once Upon a Time in the W est  p ro v id es  

m any  lingering  c lose-up  sh o ts , e n o u g h  tim e to th o ro u g h ly  exam ine 

the fram e a n d  com plete  a B ied e rm an  sty le  decom position . B u t A lie n  

p rov ides only  a very  few, sh o rt, a n d  obscured  sho ts of the  A lien, so  as 

to p rev en t the au d ien ce  from  c arry in g  o u t the k in d  of th o ro u g h

69 Ibid. p.103-110. See also Mark H. Johnson and John Morton Biology and Cognitive 
Development: The Case of Face Recognition. Oxford UK & Cambridge, USA, 1991.

70 Martha J. Farah, op. dt. p.118.
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processing n eed ed  fo r com prehension . It w ill b e  in te res tin g  to find out 

w h e th er the p ercep tio n  of im ages is stra teg ized  so  as to  f irs t complete a 

c rude , holistic scan  o f th e  im age, a n d  then, d e p e n d in g  o n  th e  tim e 

available, process de ta ils in  a  careful focal a tten tive  sty le . A n d  to date, I  

have  b een  unab le  to f in d  d a ta  ab o u t experim ents th a t  d e te rm in e  such 

stra tegies for im age processing . B ut w hether ho listic  o r  focal attentive 

searches, the sho ts are  n o t  in te rp re ted  as static im ages, one  a t a  time, 

n o r as herm etic  un its . F ilm  theo ry  acknow ledges th a t  ev ery  im age is 

p rocessed  in  re la tio n  to th e  o thers in  the d ram atic  u n it, th e  scene. A 

scene, w hich  is de fined  by  a  d ram atic  un ity  of place a n d  tim e, usually 

invo lves editing, w h ich  sh o w s u s a  m ultip lic ity  of v isu a l perspectives 

in  a variety  of shots. G enerally , the audience of a  film  tries to come up 

w ith  a "m ental floor p lan "  o f the scene, so as to p lace charac ters in  

re la tio n  to one an o th e r .71 M ost trad itiona l n a rra tiv e s  w ill p rov ide  

early  o n  in  a  scene a w ide-ang le  shot, one th a t estab lishes th e  space and 

the spatia l re la tions of th e  characters in  it. This w ide  sh o t (also called 

establishing shot) he lps the  aud ience  expand  the v isu a l space  w hen  

processing close-up sho ts a n d  details of action. E d iting , then , presents a 

d ifferen t challenge as w ell: the u n d ers tan d in g  of the  o v era ll space of 

the  na rra tive  w orld . By m atch in g  the  m ovem ent of ch arac te rs  over 

the  ed it, and  by the  use  of film ic conventions th a t h a v e  d ev e lo p ed  in  

the  p a s t  one h u n d re d  years, m ost of the ed iting  in  co n v en tio n a l 

c inem a seem s seam less to  th e  audience. Yet, in  o rd e r  fo r th is  ed iting  to 

m ake sense spatially, so th a t w e can accurately p red ic t w h ere  characters

71 In Narrative Comprehension of Film Edward Branigan provides thorough analyses 
of different scenes, which include shots, camera angles, and floor plan explicating what 
the audience sees, and how these visual structures restrict and determine narrative 
knowledge. See Edward Branigan, Narrative Comprehension and Film. New York and 
London: Routledge, 1992.
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w ill come from , w e  n e ed  to reconcile the p e rsp ec tiv a l changes, ex p an d  

and  alter the  spaces w e have  seen, an d  o b ta in  a n  overall "floor p lan" o f 

each  scene. A  u se fu l m o d e l for u n d e rs ta n d in g  h o w  w e com e u p  w ith  a  

concept of the  space of a  scene can  be fo u n d  in  re sea rch  on  cognitive 

m aps.

Large-scale env ironm en ts can n o t b e  v iew ed  from  a single 

van tage-po in t to p ro v id e  all the in fo rm a tio n  ab o u t elem ents in  th a t 

environm ent. Som e objects will, by  necessity , b e  occluded  by  others, 

a n d  therefore kn o w led g e  abou t these en v iro n m en ts  m ust be a t least 

partially  in ferred  ra th e r  th an  perceived. I t  is a  com m on  practice to 

apply  the princip le  of closure to shapes th a t are partia lly  occluded, an d  

to assum e th a t th ey  con tinue  beh ind  the o cc lud ing  object.72 G iven  

th a t defining su rface  con tinu ity  is crucial fo r object recognition, it 

seem s that a lready  in  a very  early stage of o u r  percep tion  we infer, 

ra th e r  than  perceive , in fo rm atio n  ab o u t inv isib le  (from  tha t van tage- 

point) entities. This, o f course, p resen ts a n  ep istem ic  p rob lem  of h o w  

w e actually know  a b o u t o u r env ironm ent. I t is safe to assum e th a t 

m ost of these in ferences are m ade based  o n  o u r experience w ith  the 

real physical w o rld , a n d  therefore they take  in to  account law s of 

gravity , the n a tu re  o f o u r perspective, the w o rk  of ligh t rays, etc. 

Similarly, in  film , w e  are  p rov ided  w ith  b its  a n d  pieces of spaces 

(shots), clearly o u tlin ed  by  the  bo rders of th e  fram e. Yet, w e never 

assum e tha t the  spaces en d  a t the fram e line. R ather, w e in fer a 

continuation  of the space  beyond  the fram e to connect the d ifferen t 

fragm ented  sho ts th a t  com prise the scene. T he m assive  use of c lose-up  

sho ts in  the  o p en in g  tw elve  m inu tes of Once Upon a Time in the W est

72 Nakayama, Ken & Zijiang J. He, and Shinsuke Shimojo, op. cit. P.2.
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p rev en ts  u s  fro m  iden tify ing  th o se  sp a tia l rela tions, b u t  as i t  tu rn s  ou t, 

w h en  the  im p o r ta n t  action  beg ins w e  a re  p ro v id ed  w ith  a  lo n g  sh o t of 

all th ree  g u n m e n , a n d  th en  the c am era  c u ts  to a n  o v e r th e  sh o u ld e r  

sh o t o f th e  g u n m e n  looking  a t C h arle s  B ronson, so th a t  w e  can  h av e  a 

good sense  o f the  spatia l re la tions b e tw ee n  those characters. 

In teresting ly , w h e n  the tra in  s ta rts  p u llin g  aw ay, a n d  b efo re  the  

g u n m en  rea liz e  B ronson is th ere , th e re  is a  sho t of a ll th re e  ta k e n  from  

above (a b ird 's  v iew ), w hich  c an n o t be  ju stified  as a n y o n e ’s p o in t of 

view . T his sh o t g ives us an  o v e rv iew  of th e  space, a lm o st like  a floo r 

plan, o r  a m ap , so th a t w hen  ac tion  s ta rts  w e  are w ell aw are  o f the 

spatia l re la tions.

A lread y  in  1948 T olm an h a d  sh o w n  th a t rats d ev e lo p  a  tw o- 

d im e n sio n a l m a p  of their e n v iro n m e n t.73 Robotics resea rch  

conducted  b y  W inograd  show s too  th a t a n  in te rnal re p re se n ta tio n  of 

the en v iro n m en t, a n d  a rep re se n ta tio n  o f the  location  o f th e  ro b o t w ith  

respec t to th is  en v iro n m en t is e ssen tia l b e fo re  m o v em en t can  be 

p lanned .

T he m ean in g s  of actions a n d  s ta te m e n ts  ab o u t th e  e n v iro n m e n t 

m u st b e  red u c ed  to descrip tio n s of th is in te rna l re p re se n ta tio n  

a n d , fu r th e r , p ro p o sed  ac tio n s m u s t be  "sim ulated" in  the  

in te rn a l rep resen ta tio n  to see  if they  a re  possible a n d  to  d e riv e  a  

p lan  o f ac tion  to be executed  on  the  ex ternal w o rld .74 

W inograd  c la im ed  th a t this in te rn a l re p re se n ta tio n  is a m o d e l, w h ich  

can be p ro p o sitio n a l and  does n o t necessarily  resem ble the

73 In William G. Chase, op. cit. p.28-39.

74T. Winograd, "Understanding Natural Language," Cognitive Psychology . 1972:3, 
p.125.
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en v iro n m en t p ic to ria lly . B ut th is d iscussion  a b o u t ab strac ting  spatial 

know ledge  d ev e lo p ed  in to  a  d eb a te  over w h e th e r  v isu a l im ages have 

the  p roperties of a n  a n a lo g  rep resen ta tio n  (such  a s  a  m ap), o r w hether 

they  have the  p ro p e rtie s  of p ropositiona l re p re se n ta tio n  (such as verbal 

descrip tion ). L evine fo u n d  o u t th a t peop le  w ho  le a rn  a n  env ironm en t 

b y  experience d ev e lo p  a n  in te rn a l m ap, w h ich  is m o re  accurate  as 

reg a rd s  to ro u tes  (i.e., th ey  rem em ber all landm arks , tu rn s, etc.). B ut as 

fa r as o rien ta tion  goes (n o r th /s o u th , etc.,) th is m ap  is less accurate th an  

the  m ap  of those  w ho  le a rn  a n  actual m ap  of the  e n v iro n m e n t first. 

M ap learners p e rfo rm  sp a tia l tasks by v isualiz ing  a  m en ta l im age of the 

m ap  they have  lea rn ed , w h ereas people w ho lea rn ed  the area  by d irect 

experience p e rfo rm  th ese  tasks b y  m entally  s im u la tin g  a  w alk  th rough  

the  area.75 T his d a ta  su p p o r ts  a claim  tha t a t least in  som e cases the 

rep re sen ta tio n  is an a lo g  o r  depicitve.

Levine has c o n c lu d ed  th a t there a re  tw o p ro p e rtie s  of m ental 

m ap s that are essen tia l to  a n  analog  rep resen ta tio n  (as opposed  to a 

p ro p o sitio n a l one): tr ia n g u la tio n  and  ro ta tion . T ria n g u la tio n  

p o stu la tes  th a t if the  loca tions o f A  and B are  k n o w n , a n d  the  relation  

of the  locations B to C  is kn o w n , the rela tions b e tw e e n  locations A an d  

C can  be deduced . S pa tia l triangu la tion  has an  a d v an tag e  over a 

p ro p o sitio n a l schem e, w h ic h  w o u ld  requ ire  a  lo n g  ch a in  of inferences 

to take  place before th ese  re la tions are figured  ou t. R o tation  postulates 

th a t analog im ages h a v e  a  p re fe rred  or canonical o rien ta tio n  (up and  

d o w n  in  p a rticu la r), m u c h  like  Farah 's o b serva tions a b o u t holistic 

percep tion  of faces b e in g  in te rru p te d  by ro ta tion .76 B u t Tversky found

^M . Levine, "You-are-here maps: Psychological considerations," Environment and 
Behaviour. 1983:16. p.139-157.
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m u ch  ev idence in  su p p o r t of p ropositiona l rep resen ta tio n s . She first 

noticed th a t p eo p le  ten d  to  abstract m en ta l m aps along a  g rid  system . 

W hen asking  subjects ab o u t the spatia l re la tio n s be tw een  San D iego 

an d  Los A ngeles, m ost of the answ ers w ere  b a se d  on  the n o rth -so u th  

axis, even th o u g h  Los A ngeles is fu r th e r  w e s t th an  n o rth  o f San  D iego. 

Subjects a ligned  the  tw o cities in  m em ory  a lo n g  no rth -sou th , east-w est 

axis, for sto rage  p u rposes, and  Tversky d e te rm in e d  th a t there  is 

encoding  o r a lig n m en t e rro r for storage p u rp o ses .77 This ro ta tio n  e rro r 

can  be exp la ined  as a  g estalt process of a lign ing  a m ap  in  m em ory  w ith  

a n  already ex isting  g rid  of reference. In  o th er w ords, establish ing  a 

m en ta l m ap , e v e n  a b ra n d  new  one, is done  in  reference to a s tro n g  

top -dow n  schem a of a g rid  system . Tversky also found  th a t expert taxi 

d rivers and  nov ices alike p roduced  the sam e spatia l d isto rtions w h en  

asked  to p ro v id e  a  tw o-d im ensional m ap  of th e  cities they  w ere  d riv ing  

in. But experts w e re  m u ch  m ore likely to  com e u p  w ith  an  efficient 

ro u te  betw een  tw o  locations. They first fo u n d  a connecting ro u te  

be tw een  the  lo ca tio n  an d  the destina tion , a n d  th en  found  connecting  

ro u tes  to the  m ajo r link ing  route. L ocations then , are  n es ted  w ith in  

neighborhoods, ne ighborhoods w ith in  la rg er regions, etc. This 

evidence show s th a t  there  is a p ropositiona l n e tw o rk  — w hich  is 

struc tu ra lly  b ased  o n  nesting  — at w o rk  w h e n  choosing a ro u te .78 

W hether the  in itia l rep resen ta tio n  is analog  o r  p ropositiona l, b o th  

Levine and  T versky  agree that long-term  m em ory  is categorized  and

76 Ibid.

77 B. Tversky "Distortions in memory for maps," Cognitive Psychology. 1981:13, pp. 
407-433.

78 Ibid.
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sum m arized . W e d o  n o t s to re  d irec tly  a ll  possible sp a tia l re la tionsh ips, 

a n d  therefore m en ta l im ages o f  sp a tia l re la tions a re  by  necessity  

im p o v erish ed  a n d  schem atic . H o w ev e r, m ore recen t resea rch  o n  

m en ta l im agery  offers a n  in te re s tin g  p ic tu re  ab o u t the  n a tu re  o f s to red  

im ages a n d  m aps, one th a t reconciles th e  analog  a n d  p ro p o sitio n a l 

v iew s to an  ex tent, a n d  I sh a ll r e tu rn  to  th is  v iew  shortly .

Before closing th is sec tion  I  w o u ld  like to  b riefly  d iscuss the  

issues of parallel p rocessing  a n d  d iv id e d  a tten tio n . H aro ld  Pash ler 

research ed  w h a t h ap p en s  w h e n  subjects a re  p resen ted  w ith  several 

v isua l s tim u li a n d  a tte m p t to  p e rce iv e  th em  all.79 P ash ler fo u n d  th a t 

there  is a  capacity lim it o n  p a ra lle l p rocessing , as there  is a  sh o rt-te rm  

m em ory  used  for such  p ro cessin g , w h ic h  canno t h o ld  m ore  th a n  fo u r 

o r five  item s. M oreover,

There is a p o stp e rcep tu a l bo ttleneck : w hen  a p erso n  re trieves a 

response  to one s tim u lu s  (o r en g ag es in  m em ory  r e t r ie v a l . . .), 

he  o r  she cannot re trieve  a n y th in g  else a t  the  sam e tim e.80 

Fast channel changes on  the  TV rem o te  con tro l, fo r instance, p ro d u ces 

a sense of un d ers tan d in g  each  im age, b u t a  difficulty in  rep o rtin g  back 

on  w h a t w as seen. P ash ler's  concludes th a t  w hile w e can perceive an d  

analyze  m ore th an  one object a t  a  tim e (w ith in  the  sam e m odality ), w e 

d o n ’t seem  to be able to sto re  th ese  o u tp u ts  in  m em ory , unless they  go 

th ro u g h  careful serial p rocessing .

T he im plications of th is  re sea rch  to  u n d e rs tan d in g  the  

p e rcep tio n  and  cogn ition  of film , p a rticu la rly  of m ain stream  d ram a, is

79 Harold Pashler, "Attention and Visual Perception: Analyzing Divided Attention," 
in An Invitation to Cognitive Science: Visual Cognition. Vol. 2, eds. Stephen M.
Kosslyn and Daniel N. Osherson, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995, p. 74.

80Ibid. p.93.
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enorm ous. A t th e  a c tu a l tim e of perce iv ing  a  scene w e a re  m ostly  busy  

in  d e te rm in in g  sp a tia l  re la tions a n d  a n tic ip a tin g  fu tu re  actions. Like 

L evine's sub jects w h o  f irs t  lea rn ed  a n  e n v iro n m en t, a n d  then  

s im u la ted  a  w a lk  th ro u g h  it, w e are  p ro g ress iv e ly  lea rn in g  the 

en v iro n m en t, as i f  w e  a re  in  it, b e h in d  a n  in v is ib le  w in d o w . O u r 

initial p e rcep tio n  m a y  therefore  be holistic  a n d  analog , a n d  its ex ten t 

w ill d e p e n d  g rea tly  o n  the  exposure tim e to each  shot. B ut in  o rd er for 

this m ate ria l to  b e  u se d  la te r  in  th e  rec o n s tru c tio n  o f th e  n a rra tiv e  i t  

needs to be  s to re d  in  long-te rm  m em ory , a n d  fo r th a t p u rp o se  it is 

sum m arized , ca tego rized , abstracted  an d  p ro b ab ly  transform ed in to  

serial p ro p o s itio n a l rep resen ta tio n s .81 I shall n o w  tu rn  to  the n a tu re  of 

s to red  v isu a l in fo rm a tio n .

M ental Im agery  a n d  M em ory

In  the  re se a rc h  o n  m em ory  there  is a  d is tin c tio n  be tw een  

w ork ing  m em o ry  (o r  sh o rt-te rm  m em ory), a n d  long  te rm  m em ory. 

Parallel p ro cess in g  o f the k in d  Pashler talks a b o u t is possib le  in  sh o rt

term  m em ory , w h ic h  is active  w hile the  im age  is be in g  perceived . 

Sim ilarly, re se a rc h  o n  w o rk in g  m em ory  d u r in g  the  p e rcep tio n  of 

language show s th a t  know ledge of syntax  is u se d  to p arse  the  surface 

s tru c tu re  in fo rm a tio n  in to  m ajor syn tactic  co n stitu en ts : phrases, 

clauses, a n d  sen tences . W orking  m em ory  can  h o ld  7±2 item s, w h ich  

a re  p rocessed  in to  a  g ro u p  (tha t can  th en  be p ro cessed  as one un it in  

larger g roups), a n d  the  co n ten t of the  co n s titu en t is co m p u ted  and

81 One of the painful lessons I learned as a filmmaker was that the end of each scene 
needs to include a closing shot (or part of one), a time in which no dramatic action takes 
place, but that gives time for the integration of the new information obtained, before 
moving on. When I failed to do that, the audience got frustrated, as if not having 
enough time to "get" everything that happens in front of their eyes.
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a d d ed  to  the  tex t rep resen ta tion  b e in g  s to re d  in  long term  m em ory .82 

L ong-term  m em ory , as discussed by  P ash ler, n eed  condensed (th a t is 

stereo typed  o r  schem atic) and  en co d ed  (i.e., propositional) m essages as 

its m ateria l.

W hile look ing  a t the acq u is itio n  of cognitive  skill, A n d e rso n  

cam e to an  in te re s tin g  conclusion  a b o u t lo n g -te rm  m em ory .83 

A n d e rso n  id e n tif ie d  tw o com ponen ts to sem an tic  m em ory: 1. 

declara tive  know ledge , w hich  is s to re d  in  a  p ropositiona l n e tw o rk  of 

facts, a n d  2. p ro ced u ra l know ledge, w h ich  is s to red  as a  set of sym bolic 

cond ition -ac tion  sequences called  p ro d u c tio n  rules. L earn ing  invo lves 

acqu iring  facts, an d  converting  th em  to  p ro d u c tio n  rules, a n d  th is 

p ro ce d u ra liza tio n  u n d erlies  the a u to m a tio n  of skills, w h ich  m ean s a 

red u c tio n  in  m em o ry  loads. S peedup  in  com plex  cognitive sk ills is the  

resu lt o f tw o processes: 1. com position  of p ro d u c tio n  rules, w h ich  are  

sets of ru les th a t a lw ays follow  one an o th e r, a n d  2. increases in  s tre n g th  

of p ro d u c tio n  ru les. The time it takes to execute a p roduction  ru le  is a 

d irect fu n c tio n  o f its strength , w h ich  is a  re su lt of each correct 

app lica tion  o f th e  ru le. The facts ab o u t th e  changing  size of a m ov ing  

car, fo r instance, are  transform ed to ru le s  th a t enable us to cross the 

road  safely. I t  is likely that an  u rb an  p e rso n  w ill be  able to decide  faster 

than  a ru ra l p e rso n  w ho  lives aw ay  fro m  traffic, w hether it is safe  to 

cross the ro a d  o r no t. O r p u t an o th er w ay , it  is likely that the

82 T. H. Carr, "Consciousness in Models of Human Information Processing: Primary 
Memory, Executive Control, and Input Regulation," in G. Underwood & R. Stevens (eds.) 
Aspects of Consciousness. London: Academic Press, 1979.

83 J. R. Anderson, "Acquisition of Cognitive Skill" Psychological Review. 1982: 89, pp. 
369-406.
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p roduction  ru le  of crossing  ro ad s w ith  traffic is s tronger fo r the  u rb an  

person .

Indeed, research  o n  p ro fessional chess p layers reveals  th a t the 

m as te rs’ general v isual m em o ry  is n o t b e tte r th a n  b eg in n e rs ', b u t  th e ir 

ability  to rem em ber contex tually -based , stereotypical positions is m uch  

better.84 W hen show n  a m id -gam e position , 75% of th e  m aste rs ' 

reconstruction  skill w as b a sed  on  stereotypical positions, a n d  the  re s t 

o n  g roup ing  of co lor o r sh ap e . W hile the b eg inner a n d  the  m aste r b o th  

exhib it the sam e ability w ith  reg a rd s  to sho rt-term  m em ory , it seem s 

th a t the  m aster has a  large n u m b er of p ro to typ ica l p ositions s to red  in  

long  te rm  m em ory, w h ich  the  b eg in n e r does not. B eginners ten d  to 

analyze every m ove, b u t w ith  tra in in g  subjects m oved  to w ard s  a 

percep tua l approach , look ing  for fam iliar p a tte rn s  w ith  fam iliar best 

m o v es .85 This d a ta  m akes it clear th a t the success of m as te r chess 

p layers arose from  their ab ility  to tu rn  facts of the gam e in to  

p ro d u c tio n  rules, w hich  u su a lly  de te rm ine  a w hole  series of m oves, 

thus explaining the ability o f m aster chess p layers to p lay  a t once 

against dozens of people.

In  the case of film , th is  resea rch  has im plica tions o n  various 

levels. First, on  a basic level, w e do  n o t process each n e w  film ic space 

as novel, b u t w e instead  a p p ly  p ro d u c tio n  ru les from  o u r  life a n d  film  

experience (not m any of u s  have  b e e n  to a W estern  saloon , y e t w e 

recognize it as if w e have!) to the p rocessing  of fam iliar spaces. This 

increases the speed  of processing, a n d  enables us to concen tra te  o n  the

84 W. G. Chase & H.A. Simon, "Perception in Chess" Cognitive Psychology. 1973: 4, pp. 
55-81.

85 Ibid.
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im p o rta n t n a rra tiv e  aspects o f th e  film . Secondly , o n  a generic  level, 

m u c h  like the  chess p layers, som e g e n e ric  conven tions fu n c tio n  like 

p ro d u c tio n  ru les . The p ro d u c tio n  ru le  of the  W estern  (and  possib ly  of 

d ra m a  a ltogether), d e te rm ines th a t w e  k n o w  th a t since C harles 

B ronson  k illed  H en ry  F onda 's m en , F o n d a  is b o u n d  to re ta lia te . T here  

n e e d  n o t be an y  specific m en tio n  of th a t  in  the  b o d y  of the film , as th is 

in fo rm a tio n  is a lread y  p re se n t fo r th e  co m p e ten t W estern  v iew er. O n  

a  n a rra to ria l level too, then , a t least so m e  o f the  s tru c tu re  o f th e  p lo t is 

k n o w n  a n d  a lread y  processed , th u s  n o t  req u irin g  a  large cognitive 

effort to process a n d  com prehend . A rtis tic  texts are  free, of course, to 

b re a k  those ru les , a n d  som e m ay  e v e n  say  th a t m ost of the in te re s t in  

g eneric  c inem a arises from  the ten s io n  b e tw een  the  generic code a n d  its 

v io la tion . A n  exam ple can  be seen  in  o n e  of the last scenes of The  

Silence o f  the Lambs, in  w h ich  d ire c to r  Jo n a th a n  D em m e u ses a  

conven tiona l para lle l ed iting  tech n iq u e  (cu tting  be tw een  tw o p laces 

b ack  an d  fo rth , therefore ind ica ting  th a t  b o th  scenes are h a p p en in g  

sim ultaneously ). In  the clim ax of the scene  w e see the FBI ag en ts  r in g  

the  bell a t the  d o o r of the serial k iller.86 T he cam era  cuts inside  to  the  

d istressed  k iller hearing  the doorbell, a n d  ge tting  ready  to an sw er the  

d o o r, ind ica ting  th a t b o th  actions h a v e  b e en  u n ite d  in  space a n d  tim e. 

B ut w h en  he finally  opens the d o o r, w e  see C laris (Jody Foster) w ho  

su p p o sed ly  is thousands of m iles aw ay , a n d  (to h e r d isappo in tm en t) fa r 

from  the action . T he scene is p a rtic u la rly  effective because D em m e 

b reaks the  c inem atic  conven tion , th e re fo re  leav ing  us su rp rise d  a n d  a t  

the edge of o u r seat w ith  w orry  for C laris.87 B ut w hile  som e of each

86 See appendix #5.

112

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



co n v en tio n a l n a rra tiv e  film  can  be  p rocessed  in  te rm s o f those  

p rev io u s ly  lea rned  sch em ata , th e  film 's effectiveness seem s to arise, as 

in  the  case of The Silence o f  the Lambs, from  th e  p a rtic u la r  an d  un ique  

m o m en ts  -- those w h ich  w e re  n e ith e r an tic ipated , n o r  called  for, b u t  

th a t co u ld  have b e e n  ju s tif ie d  in  the  context of the p lo t. In  o rd e r to 

a cco u n t fo r these m o m e n ts , le t m e n o w  tu rn  to  a  d isc u ss io n  of m en tal 

im agery.

T here  are tw o  w a y s  in  w h ic h  a  m ental im age can  be form ed: one 

is d u r in g  the  tim e of p e rc e p tio n , w h ile  re ta in in g  a n  o n lin e  in p u t (i.e., 

seeing  a p ictu re , o r the  en v iro n m en t), and  the o th e r  is  b y  activa ting  

in fo rm a tio n  w h ich  is s to re d  in  lo n g  term  m em ory . T h is second  case 

invo lves "seeing" in  th e  ab sen ce  of a n  im m ed ia te  se n so ry  in p u t. 

S tep h en  K osslyn claim s th a t  im ag ery  is u sed  w h e n

(1) The in fo rm a tio n  to  be  rem em bered  is a  su b tle  v isua l 

p roperty ; (2) the p ro p e rty  has no t been  explicitly considered  

p rev iously  (and  h en ce  labeled); and  (3) the  p ro p e rty  cannot easily 

be d ed u ced  fro m  o th e r  s to red  in fo rm ation  (for exam ple  from  an 

in fo rm ation  a b o u t th e  g en era l category to w h ic h  th e  object 

belongs).88

T his o b se rv a tio n  is im p o r ta n t for n a rra tiv e  co m p reh en s io n , as 

so m u ch  of it happens in  re tro sp ec t, by  activating m em ory . It is 

in te res tin g  therefore  to n o te  th a t som etim es the  ca tegorica l 

co n d en sa tio n  is n o t en o u g h , a n d  one needs to go  back  a n d  search  fo r a 

p a rtic u la r  im age, w h ich  w ill th e n  be  able to  p ro v id e  th e  in fo rm a tio n  

needed . In  The Silence o f  the Lambs  for instance, C laris is certa in  she

87 A fuller discussion of this scene can be found in chapter 3.

88 Stephen Kosslyn, op. dt. p.268.
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h as  a rr iv e d  a t  th e  killer's house  once sh e  sees bugs in  the kitchen. A  

close-up  of the  b u g  helps her, a n d  u s , reca ll p rev ious in fo rm ation  

a b o u t bugs th a t  cam e up  d u rin g  h e r investiga tion , and  w e n eed  no 

m ore  ex p lan a tio n  fo r w hy she im m ed ia te ly  p u lls  ou t h e r gun . In  

s tru c tu ra l n a rra to lo g y  this m om en t w o u ld  be classified as a 

p a rad ig m a tic  m om en t, w here  o u r m em o ry  is activa ted  by  som e cue, 

a n d  a t once w e have  a  reference to so m eth in g  th a t h appened  earlier. A  

pa rad ig m a tic  m o m en t condenses the  lin earity  of the p lo t, an d  b rings 

fo rth  the  layering  of in fo rm ation  re le v a n t to  the  construction  of the  

narra tive . In  the  case of Claris, the  p a rad ig m a tic  m om ent w as excited 

by  a n  on -line  im age, w hich  th en  a c tiv a ted  th e  re trieva l of a m en ta l 

im age from  m em ory . The strik ing  fac t ab o u t the  na tu re  of this 

m em ory  re tr iev a l is th a t it is ex trem ely  local a n d  particu lar. W e d o n 't  

ju s t recall the  category  "bug" b u t w e recall the  exact bug Claris saw  

prev iously , in  the  context of w h ich  she saw  it. H ow  can such a specific 

im age arise  if long  term  m em ory req u ire s  an  abstraction  and  

condensa tion?  As m entioned  before ,

tw o  m eans of rep resen ta tion  h av e  b een  p roposed  for m en tal 

im ages, one th a t confers a specia l s ta tu s  on  im ages an d  one th a t 

trea ts  th em  as no d ifferen t in  k in d  from  the rep resen ta tions of 

lingu istic  m eaning. The tw o a lte rn a tiv e s  are  called dep ictive  

an d  p ropositiona l rep re sen ta tio n .89 

These types of rep resen ta tions use  d iffe ren t form ats, or d ifferen t k inds 

of codes. Each system  has a  syntax, w h ich  includes the sym bols an d  the 

se t of ru les th a t enable com bining these  sym bols. The sem antics is 

d e te rm in ed  by  h o w  m eaning is conveyed  by  sym bols and  com bination

89 Stephen Kosslyn, op. tit. p.280.
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of sym bols, an d  the  c o n te n t is th e  specific in fo rm a tio n  th a t is conveyed. 

In  the  case of p ro p o sitio n a l rep re sen ta tio n s  the sym bols in  the syntax  

be long  to a variety  of fo rm  classes, w h ich  inc lude  en tities , relations, 

p ro p erties , and  logical re la tio n s . T he sem antics is d e te rm in e d  by 

a rb itra rily  a ttribu ting  m ean in g  to  in d iv id u a l sym bols, w h ich  requ ires 

the  existence of a  lex icon  (m u ch  like w o rd s in  n a tu ra l  languages). A  

p ropositiona l rep re se n ta tio n  is a lso  abstract, as it c an  re fe r to  non- 

p ic tu rab le  entities (such  as h ead ach es, or feelings), a n d  it can  refer to 

classes of objects. D ep ictive  rep resen ta tio n s , o n  th e  o th e r  h and , are n o t 

abstract, they rep resen t in d iv id u a l cases (rather th a n  categories) and  

they  canno t refer to n o n -p ic tu rab le  concepts. T he sym bols are  

com posed  from  tw o fo rm  classes: p o in ts  and  em p ty  space, a n d  there are  

no  d e fin ed  rules of co m b in a tio n , th a t is, there  is n o  v isu a l syntax 

d e te rm in in g  how  p o in ts  s h o u ld /c o u ld  be com bined . T he re la tionsh ip  

b e tw een  a depictive re p re se n ta tio n  a n d  w hat i t  s ta n d s  fo r is n o t 

a rb itrary , bu t based  on  v isu a l resem blance.

In  the last tw o decades th e re  h as  been  an  on-go ing  debate  

w h e th e r m ental im ages a re  d e p ic tiv e  o r p ropositiona l, a n d  

experim ental su p p o rt h a s  b e e n  p ro v id e d  for b o th  m odels. Recent y ears 

h ave  sh o w n  tha t there  a re  reg io n s  of the  v isual co rtex  th a t a re  

topographically  o rgan ized , a n d  th a t  re ta in  the sp a tia l s tru c tu re  of the 

re tin a . C onnections from  th is  a re a  o f the cortex d o  n o t m ove only 

d o w n stream  (from  sense experience  to  be p rocessed  by  h igher cognitive 

m echanism s), b u t ra th e r  r im  b o th  w ays, that is, f ro m  p rev iously  

m em ory  sto red  im ages b ack  to a reas  of the b ra in  w h e re  they  are 

activa ted  and  used .90 A s a  re su lt  K osslyn concludes th a t
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T hese fac ts  a re  consisten t w ith  th e  n o tio n  th a t v isual m em o ries  

are  s to re d  in  a n  abstract (propositional?) fo rm at and  th a t an  

im age is fo rm e d  in  o rd er to  m ake accessible in fo rm ation  a b o u t 

the local geo m etry  of a shape. A n  im age  is form ed, p resum ab ly , 

by  using  th e  back w ard s connections th a t ru n  from  the areas 

in v o lv e d  in  v isu a l m em ory  to (a t le a s t som e of) the areas th a t  

a re  to p o g rap h ica lly  organized. T he im age w o u ld  m ake 

accessible sp a tia l in form ation  th a t w a s  on ly  im plicit in  long 

te rm  m em o ry  rep resen ta tion . If  so, th en  im age  rep re sen ta tio n s  

w o u ld  be  d ep ic tiv e  in  the s trongest sense  of the term : they  

w o u ld  b e  p a tte rn s  in  a  physical, a n d  also functional, space.

H ence th ey  w o u ld  literally  be "p ictu res in  th e  head ."91 

A t this p o in t in  tim e  th e re  is no t only  b e h a v io ra l ev idence for these 

findings, b u t  also  neu ro log ica l su p p o rt fo r th e  active role played by 

topographically  o rg an ized  parts of the b ra in  in  im agery. It seem s th a t 

w hen  w e recall im ag es w e use  bo th  p ro p o sitio n a lly  an d  depictively 

encoded  v isua l in fo rm a tio n . W hen w e recall, to g e th e r w ith  C laris, th e  

im ages of the  b u g s  from  early  on in  the  film , w e re trieve  a 

p ropositional m em o ry , w h ich  gets re p re se n te d  depictively , so th a t w e  

can  actually see th e  b u g  w e saw  earlier, a n d  n o t "a b u g ” in  general.

S um m ary

In  th is c h a p te r  I have  show n th a t im ages a re  perceived  an d  

cognitively  p ro cessed  in  significantly  d iffe ren t (an d  som etim es e v en  

dialectically opposed) w ays to  language.

90 Ibid. p.290.

91 Ibid. pp. 290-291.
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To sum -up  w e m ay  say  th a t language percep tion  a n d  cogn ition  

operates by  a  serial p rocessing  th a t takes abstract sym bols, m atches 

th em  to a p re -leam ed  lexicon, a n d  o rganizes them  in  o p e ra tio n a l 

logical relations. T hese d e c o d e d  linguistic  signs are  s to red  in  m em ory  

as p ro to typical a n d  p ro p o sitio n a l sets, and  are re triev ed  as su c h  w hen  

h ig h -o rd er cognitive o p e ra tio n s  a re  active.

V isual percep tion , o n  th e  o th e r  hand , w orks b o th  ho listically  o n  

faces, and  in  decom position  in to  p a rts  of objects. It is tran sm itte d  b o th  

as analog representations a n d  as categorical (i.e., p ro to typ ical) an d  

p ropositiona l ones. It is, h o w ev er, s to red  in  long  te rm  m em o ry  as a n  

abstrac t propositional set o f sym bols, b u t, w hen  activated  b y  m em ory, it 

is som etim es re-tran sla ted  in to  a  dep ic tive  and  analog  im age. The 

im p lica tion  is th a t w h e n  w e u se  v isu a l m em ories, m u ch  as a t the  tim e 

o f perception, w e are  u sing  b o th  p re-a tten tive  a n d  focal a tten tiv e  

practices, and  we use au tom atic , (or parallel) as w ell as focal a tten tive  

(or serial) searches. We use  g ro u p in g  a n d  holistic practices to  p rocess 

p a rts  of the image, w hile w e  decom pose  o ther pa rts  in to  geons.

It m ay be safe to assum e th a t in  the case of film, g en era l (or the  

background) spaces are p rocessed  autom atically  an d  holistically, so th a t 

a tten tio n  can be focused o n  action , w h ich  is m ore linear a n d  causal by  

its  nature , an d  is therefore  sub ject to  serial processing. I w o u ld  

speculate that close-up sho ts of objects will be p rocessed  serially  as well, 

as they are shots em phasized  by  the  d irector, as if the  film m aker says: 

"Pay atten tion , this is im p o rta n t."  Som e of these d iffe ren t v isu a l 

m ateria ls in  the fram e, th e ir  p rocessing , and  the ir re la tions to  one 

a n o th e r and  to the p lo t, w ill b e  exam ined  in follow ing chap ters .
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W hether the a c tu a l b rea k d o w n  of the  fram e  is holistic o r  seria l 

a t  the tim e of pe rcep tio n , i t  is c lear th o u g h  th a t un lik e  language, w h ich  

is processed propositionally , im ages are cognitively  processed b o th  

p ropositionally  an d  dep ic tive ly . W e can no w  re tu rn  to  D retske's 

n o tion  of m ean ing fu l p e rc ep tio n  as a  p e rcep tio n  th a t requires 

recognition, ca tego riza tion  a n d  com putation . A n d  w hile it is n o w  clear 

th a t for v isual m a te ria l to be  s to re d  in  long -te rm  m em ory  it n eed s to  

undergo  these p rocesses, it seem s th a t a t the  tim e w e  use v isual d a ta  fo r 

cognitive activities (like con stru c tin g  a na rra tive ), w e do  no t 

necessarily use encoded , ca tego rized  visual m essages. In  o ther w ords, 

a t  the  time th a t v isu a l m ate ria l is  b e ing  cognitively  opera ted  o n  by 

h igh-order m echanism s, it  is n o t necessarily  e ith e r abstract o r 

propositional, an d  a t least p a r t  of the  visual m ateria l can  be p rocessed  

as holistic a n d /o r  analog . L anguage, on  the o th e r  h an d , m ay invoke 

m ental im agery, b u t is p rocessed  in  abstract, categorized , symbolic 

netw orks. The im p lica tio n  of th is d a ta  is th a t a t the  tim e of the 

construction  of the  n a rra tiv e  w e use  b o th  in fo rm a tio n  tha t is encoded  

in to  logical chains (p ropositions), an d  in fo rm a tio n  th a t is no t 

categorized or abstracted  (aspects of the im age track). A nd since b o th  

k inds of d a ta  (p ropositional an d  depictive) a re  im p o rta n t for the  

un d ers tan d in g  of the n a rra tiv e , w e  m ay declare  b o th  as m eaningful 

perceptions. In  the n ex t chap ters I w ill show  th a t a sem iotic ap p ro ach  

to  film  treats it p rim arily  as a  lingu istic  m ed ium . I sha ll claim th a t w e  

n eed  to trea t cinem a as a  com plex  m ed ium  th a t em p loys bo th  lingu istic  

a n d  im age-based in fo rm atio n  system , an d  I w ill exp lo re  fu rther the 

im plications of the d y n am ic  a n d  m ultip le  p rocessing  activities of these  

in fo rm ation  system s to  th e  n a rra tio n  and  co m p reh en s io n  of film .

118

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



C h ap te r 3

A  Cognitive Approach to Film  Narration

Introduction

In  the first chapter of the d isserta tion  I iden tified  a p roblem  in  film  

narratology, nam ely, that i t  relies heavily  on  literary  narratology, thus n o t 

accounting for the specific n a tu re  of the  film ic m ed ium , and its 

im plications for cinematic narrato logy. In  particu lar, I looked a t tw o 

literary  narratology term s -  enunciation  a n d  focalization, and  how  they  

w ere im ported  in to  discussion o f film n arra tio n  and  poin t of v iew  in  

sim plistic and  problem atic w ays. A t the  en d  of the chapter I c laim ed th a t 

in  o rder to have a com plete account of film  narration , one needs to 

account for the w ays in  w hich  the  audience actually perceives and  

processes filmic inform ation: i.e., d ialogue, im ages, sound  effects a n d  

m usic. In the second chapter I rev iew ed  cognitive science research o n  

visual a n d  verbal perception, a n d  have sh o w n  how  such  inform ation can  

help  us understand  how  audiences perceive an d  record in m em ory 

particu lar m om ents in  film.

In  this chapter I will p ropose  a cognitive m odel of film narra tion . I 

w ill first show  how  a cognitive read in g  can  bypass the  lim itations of a  

sem io tic /structu ralist narrative m odel, a n d  then  discuss the benefits o f a  

cognitive m odel. W ith the a id  of the conclusions of the second chap ter I 

w ill p ropose a m odel of film  narration , a n d  particu larly  of po in t of v iew  

editing. A t the end  of the chap ter I w ill analyze the film  Ra?nbling Rose 

according to this cognitive m odel of narration .
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Sem iotics

Film  narratology, n a rra tiv e  analysis, o r  the theoretical s tu d y  of film 

narrative , is a  sem iotic b ased  theory , a  theory tha t exam ines cinem a as 

first a n d  forem ost a signifying system . Early in  the century , theorists like 

E isenstein, Tynianov, Shklovsky, a n d  Eikhenbaum  se t som e prelim inary 

term inology in  a  form alist d iscussion  of cinema, a ttem pting  a close 

m ateria l analysis of cinem a's basic  build ing  blocks.1 C hristian  M etz, Peter 

W ollen, an d  Todorov have  ad v an ced  the form alist d iscussion  to a  larger 

struc tu ra list fram ew ork, one th a t (following Levi-Strauss, P ropp  and 

Jakobson) focused  m ore o n  p lo ts, functions, an d  underly ing  structures. 

The p rim ary  concern of film  sem iotics was (and to a degree  still is) to 

iden tify  struc tu ra l m echanism s a t w ork  in  film, such  as p lo t structures, 

characters, m odes of narra tion , tem porality, etc. W hile struc tu ra list in 

na tu re , sem iotics in  its tu rn  h as been  bo th  used  as a tool a n d  criticized in  

psychoanaly tic  film  theory as w ell as in  fem inist and  M arxist film  

criticism .

Film  sem iotidans have  p ro v id ed  an array  of usefu l term inology 

an d  m ethods to analyze d ifferen t aspects of film narrato logy, b u t all of 

those term s are based  on  basic  d istinctions w ith  regards to the cinematic 

sign. Film  sem iotics relies o n  g ro u n d  breaking w ork  th a t w as done by 

tw o tu rn  of the century sem io tidans, Ferdinande de Saussure  an d  Charles 

Peirce. In  film  theory, the m o st com prehensive descrip tion  of their work

1 See for instance: Sergei Eisenstein, Film Form: Essays in Film theory, trans. By Jay 
Leyda, New  York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1949; Boris Eikhenbaum, The Poetics of 
Cinema, trans. By Richard Taylor, Oxford: RFT Publications, 1982.
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and  its im plications fo r cinem a was p rov ided  b y  C hristian  Metz. But I 

find M etz's descrip tion  to be  som ew hat lacking, a t tim es confusing, a n d  in  

the end he d raw s som e flatly w rong conclusions. A nd  given that m ost 

other film  sem ioticians d raw  o n  M etz and his term inology (even w hen  

they argue w ith  him ), the flaw s of his sem iotic in terpretation  have 

infiltrated the w hole  debate. I  shall therefore briefly  describe the w ork  of 

de  Saussure and  Peirce, then  its cinematic im portation , and  finally criticize 

it w ith  the aid  of cognitive science.

A lready w hen  d iscussing language percep tion  in  the last chapter I 

m entioned the w o rk  of the sem ioticians Ferd inande de  Saussure and  

Charles Peirce. Both claim ed th a t thought cannot be  separated  from  the 

language in  w hich  it  has been  expressed. Saussure, a  tu rn  of the century 

linguist, started  th inking  abou t language as a  system  of com m unicative 

signs, such  as deaf an d  m ute  sign languages, sym bolic rites, forms of 

politeness, road  signals, etc.2 All these com m unicative system s share a 

structure by w hich  each  linguistic sign is com prised  of a  concept a nd  a 

sound-im age.3 The concept of a p e t feline or the signified is expressed by  

a signifier — the vocal sounds c-a-t, or by an  im age of th a t sam e anim al. 

Saussure claim ed tha t the m eans of expression in  a society are based  on  a 

convention, or a cu ltu ral agreem ent. N atu ra l languages can be seen as a 

special case of a  sem iological system, w here the sign  is n o t only 

conventional bu t abstract an d  arbitrary. In  o ther w ords, there is no

z Ferdinande de Saussure, "The Object of Study," in David Lodge, editor, Modem  
Criticism and Theory. London and New York: Longman, 1988, p.8.

3 Ferdinande de Saussure, "Nature of the Linguistic Sign," Ibid. p. 11.
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necessary connection betw eeen the sound  p a tte rn  d-o-g  a n d  th e  anim al it 

designates. The connection Ibetw een the signifier an d  sign ified  is m ade 

purely  by m eans of a g r o u p 's  (in this case the E nglish-speaking  society) 

im plicit ag reem ent.4 In  ordesr to use natural languages one needs to learn 

the conventions tha t g o v e rn  that com m unication system ; i.e., its lexicon, 

syntax, and  pragm atics o f usse. D e Saussure w en t o n  to  say:

Signs that are w h o lly . arbitrary  realize better th an  o th e rs  the ideal of 

the sem iological p ro c e ss ; th a t is w hy language, the  m o s t complex 

and universal of a ll sy 'stem s of expression, is also the  m o st 

characteristic; in  th is ssense linguistics can becom e th e  m aster- 

pa ttem  for all b ra n c h e s  o f semiology although  lan g u ag e  is only one 

particular sem iologicail system .5 

W hat is stated here is th a t t h e  m ore highly coded  a  sig n  sy s tem  is — the 

m ore abstract and  conventiom al — the m ore effective it is as a  

com m unication system . A n d  therefore a hierarchy of s ign  system s is 

created, in w hich na tu ra l la n g u a g e s  are better exam ples o f th e  ideal 

semiological system . De Sausssure, being a linguist, w as m ostly  interested 

in  natural languages. C h a rle s  Peirce, the A m erican p rag m a tis t 

philosopher, w as in terested  ian the relations betw een lan g u ag e , thinking 

and  the mind. H e se t o u t to atttack the Cartesian m odel in  w h ic h  thinking

* The implicit agreement, or developm ent of a conventional system that connects 
signifiers to signifieds is subject to unuch research by linguists and still pose an array of 
interesting problems, since it is n o t. an explicit process.

s Ferdinande de Saussure, "Nature *of the Linguistic Sign," in H. Adams and L. Searle 
(eds.) Critical theory Since 1965. Talllahassee: Florida State University Press, 1986, pp. 
647-648.
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is an  im m ediate  percep tion  of ideas w ith in  th e  m in d  o r soul.6 For Peirce, 

m uch  like for Saussure, there is no th ink ing  w ith o u t signs, bu t w hile 

Saussure w as in te res ted  in  language as a  c losed  system  of differences, 

Peirce is in te rested  in  h o w  w e obtain know ledge  abou t the  world. Peirce 

concluded tha t w e  have  no  pow er of in trospection , b u t all know ledge of 

the in ternal w o rld  is derived  by  hypothetical reason ing  from  our 

know ledge of ex ternal facts. W hen d eb atin g  the  question  of w hether w e 

can th ink  w ith o u t signs, Peirce claimed:

If w e seek  the  ligh t of external facts, the  only cases of thought 

w hich w e can find  are of thought in  signs. Plainly, no other 

though t can  be evidenced by external facts. B ut w e have seen th a t 

only by  ex ternal facts can though t be  k n o w n  a t all. The only 

thought, then , w hich  can possibly be  cognized  is thought in  signs. 

But th o u g h t w hich  cannot be cognized  does n o t exist. All thought, 

therefore, m u st necessarily be in  signs.7 

Peirce defined th ree  k inds of signs an d  the ir relations to dynam ic objects 

and  ou r know ledge of these objects.8 The first, the iconic sign, is based  o n  

a  relationship o f v isua l resem blance b e tw een  the  signifier and the 

signified. A  d raw in g  of tracks on a road  s ig n  is an  iconic signifier for 

upcom ing tra in  tracks, an d  a  photograph  of the  Eiffel tow er is a signifier

6Charles Peirce, "Questions Concerning Certain Faculties Claimed for Man," in Collected 
Papers Vol. V. ed. Charles Hartshome and Paul Weiss, Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1931. Pp. 135-155.

7 Ibid. p.151.

“Charles Peirce, 'The Icon, Index, and Symbol," in Collected Papers Vol. II. ed. Charles 
Hartshome and Paul Weiss, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1931. Pp. 156- 
173.
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for th a t m aterial construct in  Paris. N aturally, m ost film im ages are iconic 

signs, an d  given that the technology used  to create these im ages is 

photographic, the level of resem blance betw een signifier a n d  signified is 

high. In  fact, one m ay claim  th a t the signifier is an  unm odified  

representation of w ha t w as p laced  in  front of the cam era, o r the signified. 

Even though  focal length, fram ing, and  other technical constraints of the 

cam era m ay n o t replicate the  w ay ou r eyes see, the fact rem ains tha t the 

objects that w ere seen by  the  cam era (through the cam era lens) a t the time 

of taking the photograph, are  seen  by the viewers of the pho tog raph  in  the 

sam e spatial arrangem ent, sam e fram ing and sam e lighting. The 

photographic signifier is therefore som etim es assum ed to be 

interchangeable w ith, or identical in  appearance to the pho tog raphed  

signified.

A n indexical sign is b ased  on  an  existential bond  o r relationship 

betw een  the signifier and  the  signified. Smoke signifies fire, and  a bullet 

hole signifies the fact that a  g u n  w as fired. There is a causal and  historical 

(tem poral or spatial) bond  betw een  the signifier an d  the signified, hence 

the existential com ponent. Sound  effects that do n o t originate from  the 

v isual field can be seen as a  good  exam ple of indexical signs.9 A knock on 

an  (invisible to the audience) door indicates bo th  an  expansion of the 

v isual space beyond the fram e lines, as well as the (dram atic) arrival of a

9 Sound effects are often recorded in a folly studio, where many materials are used to 
create a sound similar to the desired effect. That is, the signifier is produced not by the 
signified object, but by something else. And while it may seem that the index in this case 
is not of what they seem to be. It is important to remember in this respect, that the 
signified is not the object itself, but the part of the sign which is the idea of the object.
That is, a folly sound of horse hooves which was produced by wood on tile, is not a lying
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character. Sound effects w hich  accom pany in terior scenes indicate spatia l 

placem ent (urban, rural, etc.) thus indexing  a  larger spatial fram e of 

reference. O n a  different level altogether, a  photographic im age also 

functions as an  indexical sign  — in  th is  case, a historical one. Once (early 

1970s), an  actor (Martin Sheen), s to o d  in  fron t of a rolling film cam era in  

sou th  east Asia. Every tim e I w a tch  the film  (Apocalypse Now, C oppola, 

1978) the im ages stand in  indexical relations to the event of m aking  tha t 

film.

A sym bolic sign is defined as a  sign  in  w hich the signifier's ability 

to represen t the signified is d ep en d en t u p o n  a rule. M uch like S aussure 's 

descrip tion of the linguistic sign, th e  sym bolic sign is abstract (chains of 

letters represent objects), arbitrary  (there is no  necessary conditions th a t 

determ ine that d-o-g, an d  no t c-a-t sh o u ld  stand  for the signified canine 

that barks), and  it is conventional. N a tu ra l languages are the best exam ple 

of sym bolic based  sign system . W hile som e conventions have developed  

in cinem a — such as the use of certain  m usical arrangem ents to signify 

particu lar m oods, or the use of ligh ting  to create aura behind  the m ain  

(good) character, or low  angle shots to convey fear/subm ission  -  these are 

no t arbitrary, o r abstract conventions, b u t have developed in  accordance 

w ith  organic cultural conventions. I t is ha rd  therefore to im agine a 

sym bolic sign system  other than  the  linguistic one to operate in  cinem a.

indexical signifier, since the signified is the idea (horses galloping), not the actual thing 
which created it (wood on tile).
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Sem iotic  Film Theory

Peirce 's neat d iv ision  in to  iconic, indexical a n d  sym bolic  sign 

system s w as very attractive to  sem ioticians in  film theory. W hile the 

R ussian  formalists a ttem pted  to exp lain  cinema as analogous to language, 

a n d  therefore spent m uch  tim e a n d  effort in  determ ining  the  basic film 

u n it  (the equivalent of a  w o rd  in  n a tu ra l languages) as the  shot, an d  a  

m o n tag e  as a  phrase, Peirce 's term inology enables the critics to decode 

in d iv id u a l signs based on  the  em bodying  m edium . C hristian  M etz in  

p a rticu la r tried  to define w h e th e r cinem a can be seen as a  language, or as 

em p loy ing  a language system , a n d  a fte r a thorough sem iotic  com parison 

b e tw ee n  verbal languages a n d  cinem atic ones he determ ines:

First of all, the shot, th ro u g h  its sem antic content [. ..]  is closer, all 

th ings considered, to a  sen tence than  a  w ord. A n  im age show s a 

m an  w alking dow n  the street: It is equivalent to the  sentence "A 

m an  is walking d o w n  the street." The equivalence is rough , to be 

sure, and  there w ou ld  b e  m u ch  to say about it; how ever the sam e 

film ic image corresponds even  less to the w ord  "m an " o r the w ord" 

w alk" or the w ord  "street," an d  less still to the article "the" or to 

the zero degree m orphem e of the verb "w alks."10 

A fter g rea t deliberation M etz concludes that film is like a  language, since 

it  h as  a n  expressive-com m unicative content, b u t it has no  n a tu ra l 

language-like system  of rules, particu larly , no rules of d en o ta tio n  that 

define  a specific relationship b e tw een  a signifier and  a signified  in  the
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sym bolic fashion.11 Sem iotics here is used  b o th  to  see h o w  cinem a is an d  

is no t behaving  like  na tu ra l languages, as w ell as to define som e initial 

concepts about film  com prehension an d  in terpretation .

Semiotics, a n d  particularly  the Peirceian  view , w ere useful for non- 

structural pu rposes as w ell. Since the com ing of sound , film  theorists 

have been in terested  in  the  illusion of reality, o r  the im pression of reality 

tha t a film  m anufactures, a n d  in  its effects o n  the  audience. Bazin hailed  

realism  as a style,12 b u t fem inists, M arxists a n d  o ther political readers of 

film  have been  concerned w ith  the p roduction  of the im pression of 

realism  and  feared  its im pact -  particularly th a t of neutralizing ideology — 

on  audiences.13 E xplaining the cinematic im age as an  iconic sign is 

attractive to the "illusionists" since it im plies a  certain  im m ediateness 

about that signifying system , a very tight b o n d  be tw een  the signifier and  

the signified, an d  therefore a difficulty (for the  audience) in  recognizing 

tha t w hat they are  w atching  has been  in tentionally  produced  and 

constructed for the ir entertainm ent. W hen com paring  the relations of the 

signifier and  signified  in  na tu ra l languages a n d  in  cinem a, Metz claims 

tha t in the case of language there is a distance b e tw een  the "content" and 

"expression." In  contrast,

10 Christian Metz, Film Language: A Semiotics of the Cinema. Chicago, IL: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1974. pp. 66-67.

11 Ibid. Ch. 3: "The Cinema: Language, or Language System?"

12 Andr£ Bazin, What Is Cinema Vol. I & IT. Berkeley, University of California Press, 1967:

13 A good account of the theorists who attempt to decode the impression or illusion of 
cinematic realism can be found in Noel Carroll, Mystifying Movies: Fads & Fallacies in 
Contemporary Film Theory. N ew  York: Columbia University Press, 1988, chapter 3,
"The Cinematic Image."
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In  the cinema the d istance is too sh o rt The signifier is an  image, 

the significate is w h a t the  im age represents. Furtherm ore, the 

fidelity of the pho tograph ic  process, w hich gives the im age 

particu lar verisim ilitude, an d  the psychological m echanism s of 

participation, w hich  ensu re  the fam ous "im pression o f reality," 

shorten  the distance ev en  m ore -  so that it is im possible to b reak  up  

the signifier w ithou t ge tting  isom orphic segm ents of the 

significate.14

M etz then  proceeds to m editate  m ore about the nature  of the cinem atic 

sign, and  as he is fascinated b y  the expressive and  connotative value of the 

im age itself, he slowly veers aw ay  from  its function as referring  to an  

object. M etz concludes:

There are m any characteristics to the filmic im age th a t d istinguish  

it from  the preferred  fo rm  of signs -  which is arbitrary, 

conventional, and  codified. These are the consequences of the fact 

tha t from  the very first a n  im age is not the indication o f som ething 

other than itself, b u t the pseudopresence of the thing it  contains.15 

For M etz, then, at a  very basic level, the cinematic im age is a n  iconic sign 

w here the signifier refers to itself, ra ther than to the signified, a lthough  it 

gives the im pression or the pseudopresence of the signified. This 

app roach  to the cinematic sign  (w hich is very sim ilar to D errida 's  "free 

floating signifiers") w as w elcom ed by theorists w ho a ttem p ted  to decode 

the ideological m echanism s of the im pression of reality film  m anufactures.

14 Christian Metz, op. cit., pp. 62-63.
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Bill Nichols, for instance, w holeheartedly accepts this sem iotic approach, 

and  w hen discussing the  ideology in  the im age h e  claim s:

Since im ages b ear a n  analogous or iconic re la tionsh ip  on  their 

referent (a rela tionsh ip  of resemblance), i t  is easy  to  confuse the 

realm s of the  im age a n d  the physical w o rld  b y  treating  the im age as 

a transparen t w ind ow  (especially the p h o to g rap h ic  image), or by  

treating the physical w orld  idealistically b y  assum ing  that 

som ething like its essence has been  transferred  o r  reproduced  in  

the im age. M any  films em ploying realist styles encourage such  a  

confusion, a n d  y e t it is essential to rem em ber th a t a  film is no t 

reality any m ore than  an  image is w hat i t  re-presen ts. [ . . .]  W e 

m ight even say, m etaphorically, tha t realist im ages are an  

objectification, o r projection of the n o rm al p e rcep tu a l process.

W hat ou r nervous system  initially encoun tered  as unorganized 

sensory in p u t is now  encountered as the o rg an ized  or signifying 

ou tp u t of these objectification, or im ages.16 

M uch like M etz, N ichols here assum es an  e rasure  of th e  signified, or its 

reconstruction in  the  m in d  of the audience in  term s of a n  ideologically 

controlling signifier. Secondly, the audience, a la N ichols, is led to 

exchange signifier w ith  signified because of the m im etic, verisim ilitude 

quality of the pho tograph ic  image. In  return , th is ap p ro ach  enabled m any  

contem porary theorists (labeled by N oel C arroll the "Psychosem iotic

15 Ibid. p. 76. My emphasis.

16 Bill Nichols Ideology and the Image. Bloomington: Indiana University press, 1981, 
p.24.
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M arxists"17) to ta lk  abou t im ages n o t as representations, b u t  as  constructs, 

w h ich  refer to o ther filmic constructs. A nd  although a t som e basic level it 

m akes sense to acknow ledge th a t w hile  w atching a  film  w e a re  p resen ted  

w ith  a n  artistic construct, such  a  d irection  takes us aw ay from  

understand ing  h o w  w e infer m ean ing  from  visual signs, a n d  h o w  w e 

construct in terpretations of ac tual films on  that basis. In  o th er w ords, as 

audience, we are alw ays aw are  tha t w e are w atching a m an-m ade film  

th a t w as p roduced  by  a film m aker an d  a  professional crew. B u t w hile w e 

are w atch ing  a film , w e are perceiv ing  a n d  processing v isual inform ation, 

w hich  w e understand  to s tan d  in  rela tion  of (at least partial) resem blance 

to the  visual, p ho tographed  w orld . T hat is, at the tim e of in te rp reta tion  

w e are concerned w ith  the con ten t of the images, and  not w ith  the fact — 

w hich  w e readily accept ab o u t the  na tu re  of film -  that they are  

constructed  images, or signs.

A n  additional p roblem  arises w h en  M etz extends his observations 

abou t the image to the w hole film ic experience. M etz claims: "the  cinem a 

begins w here ord inary  language  ends."18 The problem  w ith  su ch  a claim  

is tha t it assum es the  superio rity  of the im age over o ther signifying 

system s. In  other w ords, M etz here  claim s that w hat is true of the  iconic 

sign  is true  for the w hole  cinem atic text, thus ignoring the existence an d  

functioning of indexical an d  sym bolic signs in  cinema. In  the p rev ious

17 Noel Carroll, Mystifying Movies: Fads & Fallacies in Contemporary Film Theory. New  
York: Columbia University Press, 1988, p. 107.

18 Christian Metz. Op. cit. p. 81. Here Metz is talking about the denotative nature of 
language and the connotative/ expressive nature of the image. I shall not go into the 
whole distinction as it is irrelevant to the discussion I am pursuing, but I would like to 
emphasize how easily Metz is able to ignore the linguistic aspect of cinema.
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chapter I have show n  th a t the  perception of im ages an d  of natural 

languages occurs in  som ew hat different cognitive m anners. I believe tha t 

attem pting to lum p all cinem atic signifying system s together into a 

unified  "cinematic sign" is n o t only theoretically reductive, b u t as a  result, 

prevents us from  a n  adequate  explanation of the  com plexity of the film  

experience.

Peter W ollen, w h e n  discussing semiotics a n d  cinem a is m uch m ore 

inclusive of o ther sign  system s, b u t still quite hierarchical:

In the cinema, it is qu ite  clear, indexical a n d  iconic aspects are by 

far the m ost pow erfu l. The symbolic is lim ited  a n d  secondary. But 

from  the early days of film  there has b een  a  persistent, though 

understandable, tendency to exaggerate the  im portance of 

analogies w ith  verbal language. The m ain  reason  for this, there 

seems little doubt, has been the desire to validate  cinem a as an  art.19 

W ollen here is w illing to address cinema as em ploying  all three m odes of 

signifying system s, an d  he criticizes the theoretical practice of valuing a 

linguistic analysis. Furtherm ore, W ollen asserts:

The great m erit of Peirce's analysis of signs is that he  d id  not see 

the different aspects as m utually exclusive. Unlike Saussure he d id  

not show  any particu lar prejudice in  favour of one or the other. 

Indeed, he w an ted  a logic and  a rhetoric w h ich  w ould  be based on 

all three aspects. I t is only by  considering the interaction of the

19 Peter Wollen, Signs and Meaning in the Cinema. Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1972, p.140.
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three different dim ensions of the cinem a th a t w e can u n d e rs tan d  its 

aesthetic effect.20

But W ollen too, thinks of the iconic sign as "shifting and  elusive", as non- 

conceptual, a n d  in  short, as placed in  dialectical opposition to  the 

sym bolic.21

But M etz's and  W ollen's views on  the natu re  of the iconic sign are 

no t g ro u n d ed  in  semiotics, and actually are quite contradictory to Peirce's 

and  de Saussure 's visions. In his w ork  o n  phenom enology Peirce defined 

three states of being  in  the w orld and  relating to it.22 Firstness designates 

a m onadic reality, w here no relations to others e x is t Secondness is the 

force tha t dem arcates one thing from  another (either by b ru te  force, or by 

self identity), thus creating a relation, or a  correlate. T hirdness im plies a 

pow er of m ediation  that brings the dyadic relation (between firstness and  

secondness) to a h igher form  of rationality. This thirdness is a  

representational relation that is intelligible and  m anifests law -like 

regularity. The signifier thus is a first, w hich stands in  a rela tion  to a 

second, or its signified object. The nature of the relations betw een  the 

signifier and  the signified is determ ined by a rule, w hich Peirce called the 

interpretant, a  th ird , a convention, or better, a  social practice. O n  the face 

of the m atter it seem s like the iconic sign has a relation of firstness, an  

indexical of secondness, and  a symbolic of thirdness. This a ttitude  w ould,

20 Ibid. p.141.

21 Ibid. p.152.

22 Charles Peirce, "The Categories in Detail," in Collected Papers Vol. I. ed. Charles 
Hartshome and Paul Weiss, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1931. Pp. 148- 
180.
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of course streng then  th e  illusionists claim  for the pow er of the cinematic 

image; a n  icon as a first refers on ly  to itself, or, better, is ju s t itself. But 

Peirce claim ed tha t a ll s ig n  system s are based  o n  a rela tion  of thirdness, 

tha t is, that all signs are  reg u la ted  by  a law , or a conventional 

representational system .

A  Sign, o r Representamen [=signifier], is a  F irst w hich  stands in  such  

a  genuine triad ic  re la tion  to a Second, called its Object [=signified], 

as to be  capable o f de term in ing  a  Third, called its Interpretant [ .. .]P  

A n  icon, then, is as reg u la ted  b y  a  law  as a sym bol o r a n  index. The 

presence of the in te rp retan t, a n  agency that determ ines the relations 

betw een the signifier a n d  the signified, m akes it clear tha t one cannot 

abandon  the signified a t  all, as M etz is trying to do, o r a ttribu te  a 

conceptual basis to sym bolic signs b u t not to iconic, as W ollen is claiming. 

A t the heart of sem iotics stands a  social practice tha t ties the signifier and  

the signified to form  a sign , or as de  Saussure p u ts  it:

In fact, every m eans of expression used  in  society is based, in 

principle, on  collective behav iour or — w h a t am ounts to the sam e 

thing -  on  convention.24 

If one w ants to use  sem iotics as a n  explanation of cinem atic signification 

systems, one needs to b e  able to account for the cultural convention that 

govern iconic represen ta tion .25 B ut M etz's and  W ollen's om issions of the

23 Charles Peirce, "The Icon, Index, and Symbol," op. dt. p. 156. The inserted brackets are 
my addition.

24 Ferdinande de Saussure, "The Nature of the Linguistic Sign," op. dt. P.647.

25 For the conventional aspects of "natural" representation in art see also E. H. Gombrich 
Art and Illusion. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1960.
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convention, o r the in terp retan t, are u nderstandab le , since the 

pho tograph ic/c inem atic  im age resist th a t k in d  o f description. O ur 

experience of v iew ing  does seem  autom atic, im m ediate, and  un-coded. It 

is very difficult to exp lain  the cu ltural codes th a t a re  a t w ork in  v iew ing a  

specific pho tograph ic  im age. The idea th a t im ages do  n o t duplicate 

reality, b u t som ehow , th rough  ideological m an ipu la tion , give the 

im pression that they duplicate  reality, can on ly  w ork  as a global account 

o f film production, n o t as an  account of specific im ages. W hen com ing to 

decode ind iv idual signs (say for instance a n  im age  of a gun), one is a t loss 

as how  to proceed  w ith  an  analysis of an  ideological cinematic iconic 

representation. M oreover, w hile the theore tic ian  accepts that an  iconic 

sign  is no t a  n a tu ra l object (does not re -p resen t reality), they attribute  tha t 

belief to the m asses. O r in  C arroll's w ords:

P ut crudely, psychosem iotic M arxists reject Bazin 's theory of the 

ontology of film  for them selves bu t, so  to speak, attribute a belief in  

it to o rd inary  spectators.26 

So even though  film  sem ioticians are walling to  accept the constructed and  

conventional n a tu re  of the sign, they believe th a t regu la r audiences w atch  

a n d  process cinem a as if it w as a na tu ra l a n d  u n m ed ia ted  reproduction  of 

the  world. A nd  if audiences cou ld  actually successfully in terpret films 

wdthout recognizing them  as signifying system s, w h a t is the m erit of a 

sem iotic analysis of film ?

26 Noel Carroll, op. dt. P. 114. As one example, one may think of the ongoing debate on 
the influence of violent cinema on the behavior of audiences. The critics usually attribute 
a sense of naivete, or unawareness to the audiences, particularly if they are young.

134

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



I w o u ld  like to p ropose tw o  answ ers to this question. O n  a  global 

level, as I m entioned earlier, I believe tha t the audience is alw ays a priori 

aw are tha t they  are w atching a  sym bolic an d  cultural construct -  a  film.

In  the case of fiction cinem a it is clear that a tale is being to ld , a  story  being 

visualized, a dram atic  construct is designed from  the g ro u n d  up . But 

even in  the case of a  docum entary , w hich  is supposed  to b e  m aking  som e 

tru th  claims abou t the real w orld , audiences are aw are th a t the 

representation is m ediated th ro u g h  the eyes of the film m aker — that 

fram ing w as chosen, certain questions asked, and  editing w as done — and 

thus that there is a creative force b eh ind  the text they are w atching.27 O n 

that global level, a semiotic read in g  of a film is appropriate . In  the case of 

fiction film, w hich  is the focus of this thesis, it is a sem iotic analysis of the 

narrative, of the signifying system s used  to convey the story  o r the p lo t of 

the film. In  structural term inology it is an  analysis of how  the syuzhet 

leads audiences to construct the fabula.

O n  a  second level, the level of the com m unicative system s film  

employs to tell its story — or in  B ordw ell's term inology the film 's style 28 — 

one needs to be careful. In  the follow ing pages I w ill show  th a t certain  

aspects of v isual perception canno t be  explained in  sem iotic term s. T hat 

is, visual perception  is no t based  o n  decoding a conventionalized sign. A t 

the same tim e, the storage of v isua l inform ation in  long-term  m em ory 

probably does involve propositional codification tha t is very  sim ilar to  a

27 And even if one wanted to discuss surveillance camera material, the camera has been 
placed in a certain place, set to a certain lens, with a certain focal length, by a human 
agency.
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sym bolic sign  system . U sing cognitive science I w ill show  that o n  the 

level of perception of the syuzhet (through the  style) one needs to be 

careful of em ploying sem iotic interpretation, b u t  o n  the level of the 

construction of the fabula, there is m ore room  for such  an  analysis. In 

o ther words, w hile h igh-order cognitive operations function sim ilarly to 

language, an d  can therefore be evaluated by  sem iotic standards, bo ttom  

u p  perception sh o u ld  be analyzed according to  the separate channels of 

inform ation (i.e., im ages an d  verbal inform ation).

W hile M etz is w illing to abolish the iconic signified in o rder to deal 

w ith  the apparen t lack of distance betw een signifier and  signified, I w ou ld  

like to suggest that we, as viewers, focus on  the  im pression that there is 

only a  signified, even  though  w e are aw are th a t w e are w atching signs 

w hich  have been  p roduced , and  organized for ou r consum ption. T hat is, 

a t the time of v iew ing w e are know ingly an d  w illingly suspend our 

disbelief, or o u r know ledge of artificiality, in  o rder to focus on  the 

in terpretation  of signified events, rather than  on  the signifier. A nd  if w e 

understand  w hy the  im ages of a film give u s  this unm ediated, non

p roduced  im pression, w e can understand  the  low-level perception of the 

visual aspect of a film, an d  how  it leads to in terpretation . But before 

discussing perception, I need  to reject one o th er m y th  prom oted by M etz, 

the m yth  of cinem a as a language.

The sem iotic approach  encouraged the  structuralists to explain o u r 

com petence in  u nders tand ing  non-linguistic representations by  appeal to

28 David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film. The University of Wisconsin Press, 1985, 
p. 50.
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linguistic  m ental operations. A fter all, w hile the sem io tid an  a ttem pts to 

exam ine all signifying system s, th e  one best studied, best understood , and  

according  to som e, best a t com m unicating , is the na tu ra l language  system . 

A nd  w hile  recognizing th a t c inem a d id  no t operate by  a  g overn ing  system  

of ru les, like natu ra l languages d o , M etz insisted tha t since cinem a is 

com m unicative it is a  language. B u t cognitive sdence indicates otherw ise. 

Follow ing Chom sky, G regory C urrie  poin ts out that com m unicating  w ith  

the u se  of na tu ra l languages involves tw o aspects: p roductiv ity  and  

conventionality.

Productiv ity  m eans tha t a n  un lim ited  num ber of sentences of 

E nglish can  be u tte red  a n d  com prehended; in  fact m an y  of the 

sentences we u tte r an d  com prehend  every day  have never been  

u ttered , an d  so have never b e e n  com prehended, before. [ . . .  ] 

E nglish is conventional in  th a t w h a t w ords and  sentences of 

E nglish m ean is d e te rm ined  [ . . . ]  by adventitious un iform ities of 

practice adhered  to because they  aid  com m unication.29 

M uch  in  agreem ent w ith  the sem ioticians, the idea of conventionality  

accounts for the rules of den o ta tio n  betw een  signifier an d  signified. But 

language com petence is no t g en era ted  ju st by  learning those conventions. 

M eaning is a  resu lt of a practice (productiv ity) in  w hich  an  ag en t produces 

u tterances by  com bining w ords (signifiers) to form  sentences. W hile 

conventionality  determ ines tha t language  has to be learned, "p roductiv ity  

p recludes the language being  lea rn ed  sentence by sentence, since [ . . . ]

29 Gregory Currie, Imaee and Mind: Film. Philosophy, and Cognitive Science. New  York, 
NY: Cambridge University Press, 1995, pp. 120-121.
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speakers u n d e rs tan d  sentences to w hich they  h a d  no  previous 

exposure."30 The indiv idual w ords, in  C urrie 's  account, becom e m eaning 

atom s, a n d  since the m eaning of a sentence is d ep en d en t on  the lexical 

m eaning of ind iv idua l words, m eaning in  n a tu ra l language is acontextual.

C inem a, in  com parison to natural language, exhibits p roductiv ity  

b u t no t conventionality. W hile w atching a  film  w e are  generally show n 

m any im ages a n d  im age combinations w h ich  w e have never seen  before, 

and  w hich  w e have no problem  understand ing . B ut unlike language, the 

cinem atic im age is no t governed by convention  in  any  way sim ilar to the 

function  of conventions in  the production  of literal m eaning in  language. 

C urrie claims:

There are no  atoms of m eaning for cinem atic images; every 

tem poral an d  spatial p a rt of the im age is m eaningful dow n  to the 

lim its of v isual discriminability.31 

C urrie is n o t claim ing that cinem a is no t in fluenced by  conventions such  

as eye-m atch cuts, or the conventions associated w ith  fades or dissolve. 

H is claim  is tha t the cinematic im age is n o t governed  by  acontextual, 

m olecular, convention in  the w ay w ords in  n a tu ra l language do, and  

therefore that the im age cannot be pu rely  conventionalized to discrete 

units of m eanings like w ords do. W hile cinem atic m etaphors and  

conventions have em erged, there is no  cinem atic equivalent to the literal 

conventional system  of denotation in  na tu ra l languages. Currie is also n o t 

claim ing tha t language functions only by  conventional rules. Context a n d

30 Ibid. pp. 121-122.
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interpretive practices are  im portant, b u t  cannot function  ou tside  or 

w ithou t the convention o r the lexicon. As for the generation  of m eaning 

in  cinem a Currie concludes:

Being w ithou t m ean ing  atom s, and  therefore nonrecursive, and  

being a t the sam e tim e productive, the m eaning  of cinem atic 

images cannot be  conventional. It is na tu ra l m eaning. W ith 

images, p roductiv ity  is na tu ra l generativity, and  w e explain  that in 

term s of na tu ra l recognitional capacities.32 

C urrie 's account is significant, since it rejects the idea tha t w e can 

understand  cinema in  linguistic or sem iotic term s. Im ages are  no t 

perceived and understood  as conventional signs, b u t as n a tu ra l images. 

W hile the sem iotician prom otes the idea of seeing as, the cognitivist uses 

the term  seeing in.33 The idea here is that w hen seeing an  im age of an  

object A, we recognize in the p icture the object A. H ow  w e see in rather 

than  see as is the topic of the next section.

Style -  or Bottom Up Perception

In  a recent book w hich  provides an  ecological app roach  to film 

theory, Joseph A nderson  relies on  J.J. Gibson's theory of d irec t perception 

to explain film perception.34 G ibson's approach, as m en tioned  in  the

31 Ibid., p. 130.

32 Ibid., p.131.

33 The term was coined by Richard Wollheim in Art and Its Objects. N ew  York, NY: 
Cambridge University Press, 1980.

34 Joseph D. Anderson, The Reality of Illusion: An Ecological Approach to Cognitive Film 
Theory. Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1996.
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second chapter, is th a t  percep tion  is d irect -  th a t is, it  need  no t be 

m ediated, o r in te rp re ted  b y  som e inferential process. O ne of the m ain  

objections to  G ibson, p resen ted  b y  cognitive scientists like Fodor, 

Pylyshyn, a n d  o thers, is tha t G ibson's theory can n o t explain  visual 

illusions, as there is no  room  in  G ibson's theory  fo r non-veridical 

perceptions.35 But a  com putational correction of G ibson 's theory can 

explain the  m ispercep tion  of illusions.36 A ccording to such  theory, the 

neural system , w h ich  is b ased  o n  bo th  electric a n d  chem ical 

transform ations, is v e ry  dependab le  b u t slow. In  o rd er to speed u p  the 

perceptual processes, som e assum ptions (about closure of objects in  tw o 

dim ensional rep resen ta tions, overlapping, an d  m ovem ent) are m ade so as 

to  create "shortcu ts" in  v isual processing. W hile u sefu l in  m ost occasions, 

these shortcuts can m islead  us to judge v isual in fo rm ation  in  non-veridical 

w ays. A nd  film, as w e  have seen, is a rep resen tation , that is a  m an-m ade 

construct, w hich, b y  v irtue  of its photographic technological base, creates 

a n  "illusion o r functions as a surrogate reality ."37 A nderson  makes a 

strong case for exam in ing  the perception  of film  in  m uch  the same w ays 

w e examine the percep tion  of the w orld, as a  sub  category of illusionist 

perceptions, o r a case o f "ancient biology in terfacing  w ith  recent 

technology."38 T h ro u g h o u t the book  A nderson  p rov ides m uch  evidence

35 J. Fodor and Z.W. Pylyshyn, "How Direct is Visual perception? Some reflections on 
Gibson's 'Ecological Approach'," Cognition 9 .1981.

36 Here I am following Anderson's description of the work o f David Marr and others in 
the first chapter "Toward an Ecology of Cinema," op. tit. Pp. 28-35.

37 Ibid. P. 19.

38 Ibid. p.28
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show ing that cinem a has evolved  to be tte r use o u r na tu ra l pe rcep tua l 

devices, an d  tha t this evo lu tion  can  account for the realistic im pression  of 

film. To nam e ju st a  few  of A nderson 's  examples, w e can consider the 

developm ent of the s ta n d a rd  film (or video) speed, a n d  the  technology 

tha t w as advanced to elim inate flicker. W hile film  speed  w as unfixed  

before stabilizing on  the  24 fram es p e r second rate, the  p rob lem  of flicker 

w as only fully resolved once the m ulti-b laded  shu tte r w as created .39 Both 

film  speed an d  shu tter flicker have b een  standard ized  once they  created a 

sense of continuous, flow ing m otion, ra th e r than the  jum piness of 

in term itten t fram e m ovem ent in  fron t of the projector lens a t  the tu rn  of 

the century. Similarly, A nderson  exam ines the phenom enon  of linear 

convergence, or perspective. Theorists like Baudry and  Panofsky have 

claim ed that Renaissance perspective  is a  cultural convention, an d  thus 

photography  and  cinem a, by  use of the  photographic lens, inheren tly  

im pose a W estern perspective on  its view ers.40 B ut A nderson  show s that 

the representation  of the convergence of ligh t in  a perspectival m anner, 

(w hich was invented  d u rin g  the Renaissance), is m erely b ased  on  ou r 

biological (in-the-eye) lens, w h ich  a lready  em ploys perspective as m eans 

of discerning d ep th  and  size.41 N oel Carroll, too, points o u t th a t 

convergence perspective w as n o t inven ted  by the Renaissance, b u t 

discovered during  that pe rio d  and  that, "the perspective system  is m ore

39 Ibid. p. 54-61.

See Jean Louis Baudry, "Ideological effects of the Basic Cinematographic Apparatus," 
Film Quarterly 18, 2 (winter 1974/ 75) pp. 39-47, and Erwin Panofsky "Style and Medium 
in the Motion Pictures," Critique 1, no, 3, January- February, 1947.

41 Joseph Anderson, op. cit. P. 72.
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accurate, transculturaUy, in  term s of affording certain  spatial inform ation 

th an  any other m im etic p ictorial sy s tem /'42 A nderson 's o ther exam ple of 

h o w  film  evolved to resem ble the  perceived v isual w orld , and  therefore 

interface better w ith  o u r  percep tual capacities, is the issue of 

synchronid ty . Research show s th a t a b aby 's  a tten tion  sp an  on  objects is 

m u ch  longer w hen  those objects em anate synchronous sound.43 Once 

hearing  sounds, babies have  b een  a ttem pting  to visually locate the source 

of the sound, and  if successful a t that, they  d assify  the aud ito ry  and  visual 

signals as one event. Synchrony in  ou r env ironm ent is im portan t for 

percep tual analysis, since i t  indicates tha t som e cross m odule 

(hearing/seeing) activity occurs already a t very initial developm ental 

stages of perception. T he early  children 's search  for synchron id ty  also 

indicates that ou r percep tual m echanism s are  no t passive, b u t actually 

actively seeking connections, or affordances, to use G ibson's 

term inology.44 Synchronous film  technology, w hich is a t the base of realist 

d assica l cinema, relies o n  these very  basic perceptual tenets. A nderson 

show s that even m usic is synchronized a g rea t deal to the visual events on  

the screen, and that this synchron id ty  helps the audience co n n ed  the non- 

diegetic music to the narra tive  w orld  of the  film.45 These exam ples and  

o thers show  that realist c inem a is m ost successful w hen  adhering  to very 

basic perceptual m echanism s, ones that have  developed no t for the sake of

42 Noel Carroll, op. cit. P. 130.

“Joseph Anderson, op. d t . . pp. 82-83. Anderson quotes the work of cognitive sdentists 
like Held, O'Connor and Hermelin.

44 Ibid. pp. 49-53.
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consum ing cinema, b u t in  o rder to survive aand. better cope in  o u r 

environm ent.

A nderson  claims:

—  it is the fact tha t the percep tual sysstems go th rough  th e  sam e 

com putational procedures w hether co n fro n ted  w ith  the  rea l w o rld  

o r w ith  synthesized shadow s a n d  sou inds that allows fo r the  

existence of cinema.46 

W hile n o t ignoring the specificities of the dimem atic m edium , A n d erso n  

suggests that in  order to u n d ers tan d  the p e rc e p tio n  of cinem a w e  n eed  to  

u n d ers tan d  o u r perception of the w orld , a n d  that such a  theory  of 

percep tion  w ou ld  generate a  theory  of d n e n n a  w hich is positioned  in  

opposition  to linguistic or politically based  tflieories of cinem a.47 

A nderson 's m erit is in  show ing th a t a t the in it ia l  levels of percep tion  of 

the film ic visual m aterial, ou r cognitive p rocesses  operate w ith  film  in  

m uch  the sam e w ay that they do w ith  the r e a l  w orld, i.e., they perceive 

an d  process bo ttom -up  inform ation w ithou t categorizing an d  em ploy ing  

h igh  level cognitive activities. W hile la n g u a g e  can be perceived an d  

processed only w ith  the aid  of pre-, o r som etiim es co-leam ed categories o f 

denotation, im ages are perceived an d  undersstood as is. A nderson 's  

a rgum en t perta ins to perception only, that is_ the perception of sty le  o r 

syuzhet inform ation. His a rgum en t is no t exttended to the construction  o f 

the fabula, o r the narrative of the film . I s h a l l  discuss the fabula in  the

45 Ibid. p.86.

46 Ibid. p.31.
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fo u rth  chapter of m y  d issertation , bu t before tu rn in g  to such  high-order 

cognitive activities I  w o u ld  like  to suppo rt a n d  expand  this direct or 

ecological v iew  of the  p e rcep tio n  of images fu rther.

Both N oel C arro ll a n d  Gregory C urrie d iscuss o u r capacity to 

recognize im ages as a n  in n a te  capacity, one w h ich  is na tu ra lly  generative 

ra th e r than  conventional. C arro ll cites the psychological w ork  of 

H ochberg and  Brooks, w h ich  suggests th a t as soon  as ch ild ren  learn to 

recognize an  object, they  are capable of recognizing  pictorial 

representations of th a t object.48 Currie too, claim s th a t in  certain  respects 

the experience of look ing  a t a  picture is like th a t of looking  a t the subject 

of th a t picture. Indeed , if one is presented w ith  a  p ic tu re  of a  horse

To see th a t the p ic tu re  is a picture of a horse , I deploy m y horse 

recognition capacities. T hat is, I use the sam e capacity to recognize 

the picture of a ho rse  th a t I use to recognize a horse.49 

Recognizing the con ten t o f depictions thus involves recognizing the 

spatia l features of the  object depicted. A side from  realizing tha t a two- 

dim ensional surface s tan d s for a three-dim ensional object, recognizing 

p ictures does n o t invo lve learning. Since the specta to r recognizes sim ply 

by  looking, cinem atic im ages com prise a very special k ind  of symbols. 

C arroll claims:

47 Ibid. P.17.

48 Hochberg, f. & V. Brooks, "The Perception of Motion Pictures," in Handbook of 
Perception, eds. E.C. Carterette and M. Friedman, vol.10. N ew  York: Academic Press, 
1978.

49 Gregory Currie, op. dt. P. 80.
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The rap id  developm ent of this p ictu re  recognition capacity 

contrasts s trongly  w ith the acquisition of sym bol system  such  as 

language. U pon  m astering a couple of w ords, the child is now here 

near m astering  the entire language. Sim ilarly, w hen  an  adu lt is 

exposed to one o r two representational pictures in  a n  alien style, say 

a W esterner confronting a Japanese im age in  the floating-eye style, 

she w ill be able to identify the referent of any p icture in  the form er 

after s tudy ing  one o r two representations of tha t so rt for a few  

m om ents. But no  westerner, upon  learn ing  one o r two linguistic 

sym bols of the Japanese language, cou ld  go on  to identify the 

reference of all, o r even m erely a few  m ore, Japanese w ords.50 

As discussed in  the  last chapter, because of the  survival role of the v isual 

system , seeing has evolved as prim arily  a  percep tual bo ttom  up process 

designed  to p rov ide  us w ith  inferences abou t ou r environm ent as fast as 

possible. B iederm an show ed us that objects are decom posed into basic 

geons, and  tha t this process precedes nam ing and  categorization.51 A nd 

Fodor claim ed tha t because perception is encapsulated, it is som etim es 

dum b or insensitive to (top-down) cognitive know ledge.52 A  shot of a 

d inosaur in  a film, thus, m ay be initially classified as a  d inosaur by  the 

quick an d  d irty  percep tual mechanisms. O nly  once processed in  the 

slow er, deeper, global an d  higher cognitive process w ill it be understood 

as a  depiction of a d inosaur, rather than  the th ing  itself, since belief

50 Noel Carroll, op. cit. Pp. 139-140.

51 See second chapter: section on geons.
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system s tell us that d inosaurs do  no t exist anym ore. Sim ilarly, a  sho t of a 

d ead  m an  will be understood  as the im age of a dead  m an, even  though  

one know s the scene has been  fabricated and that it is unlikely the actor 

has actually d ied  during  the shooting. Unlike language, the recognition of 

a realist pictorial represen tation  of a n  object does no t requ ire  a p rio r 

fam iliarity w ith  the object. The ability to recognize objects m ay be 

acquired pictorially, rattier th an  referentially. Currie claim s th a t "m y 

capacity to recognize depictions of Fs and  my capacity to recognize Fs are 

one and  the sam e capacity, how ever acquired."53 This account explains 

ou r tendency to "see in" pictorial representations rather th an  "see as." W e 

first and  foremost see and  recognize the object that is p resented , an d  only 

secondly, and after cognitive deliberations, do w e categorize it as a 

representation.

Moreover, since v isual object recognition relies heavily  on  the 

biological and neurological system s, rather than on  inform ation 

processing mechanisms, it behaves m ore like a reflex, and  does no t 

require "reading" or decoding  for its inferences. A nd Carroll points ou t 

that

[ . . .]  if the recognition of m ovie images is m ore analogous to a 

reflex process than  it is to a process like reading, then  follow ing a 

movie m ay tu rn  ou t to be  less taxing, less a  m atter of active effort 

than reading.54

52 See second chapter: section on bottom-up & top-down perception.

53 Gregory Currie, op. dt. P. 86.
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In  addition, because rea lis t movies are rep resen ta tions th a t rely for their 

deciphering on  o u r b io logical wiring, ra th e r th a n  o n  lea rned  practices, 

they become m ore w id e ly  accessible to m ost h u m an s .55

One can see n o w  th a t once the d iscussion  of cinem a is freed from  

the linguistic constrain ts of a  semiotic study , a n d  once cognitive evidence 

is accum ulated, w e can  have  a  new an d  g ro u n d e d  understand ing  of how  

film  perception actually  operates. Following A nderson , then, the m ore 

film  is constructed in  accordance w ith o u r biological perceptual 

m echanism s, the m ore  realistic its im pression,56 a n d  the m ore easily it is 

follow ed by audiences. The cinematic im age is n o t perceived  as an  iconic 

sign, a signifier w h ich  refers to its signified v ia  a  convention. It is 

perceived as a p icto ria l depiction  of the object itself, one tha t is governed 

by the sam e percep tua l biological m echanism s o f seeing  the object, ra ther 

than  by a cultural conven tion  about the object. W hile im age recognition is 

fast and  operates m ain ly  a t  the perceptual low -level m echanism s, 

language com prehension  requires h igh-order cognitive operations at 

w ork. As I show ed in  the last chapter, im ages a re  p rocessed  holistically 

a n d  autom atically, b u t  also serially. In  com parison , language is delivered 

an d  processed serially, an d  propositionally. W hile w atch ing  a film bo th  

auditory  an d  visual senso rs are  being triggered . The perception of

54 Noel Carroll, op. dt. Pp. 143-144.

ss Ibid. p. 142.

56 Both Currie and Carroll discuss the image while attempting to address questions 
regarding Realism as a cinematic style. While Carroll is interested in the non ideological 
base of the image, Currie is interested in deciphering the kind of illusion cinema is. Both 
discussions are fascinating, but outside the bounds of this work. It is important though,
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images, a n d  their fu rther cognitive p rocessing  is quite different th a n  that 

of language, w h e th er delivered in  the d ialogue, as a voice over, o r  as 

verbal in fo rm ation  in  the visual track (w ritten  text, num bers, signs, etc.). 

This percep tion  is fu rther cognitively p rocessed  in  cross m odal operations, 

and  is s to red  in  m em ory  tow ards the construction  of the fabula. A t the  

end  of the  la s t chap ter I  m entioned th a t cognitive science show s th a t 

im ages a re  s to red  in  m em ory b o th  holistically an d  propositionally. In  the 

next chap ter I  w ill talk  about how  the m em ory  o f visual and  verbal 

inform ation  affects the construction of the  fabula. But before do ing  that, I 

w ould  like to  talk  abou t film narration , o r h o w  im ages an d  sounds are 

organized in  o rd er to form  the syuzhet, o n  w h ich  basis the fabula w ill be 

created.

N arration

In  the  first chapter I d iscussed film  narratology, particu larly  in  the 

context of lite rary  narratology, on w h ich  it  relies, and  the tetter's effects on 

the term inology an d  analysis conducted  in  film  narratology. I follow ed 

G erald Prince a n d  others in treating the narra tive  as a p roduct of b o th  the 

story an d  its narra tion , or as the recoun ting  of events by a t least one 

narrator. T he narra tive also relies o n  the activity  of the perceiver, a n d  

requires active participation of its aud ience  in  o rder to exist. The 

construction of the narrative and  o ther perceiver related activities w ill be 

discussed in  the nex t chapter. H ere I w o u ld  like to exam ine the n a rra tio n

as Anderson, pointed out, to show the connection between cinematic Realism and the 
ease of filmic perception.
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of film, or how  a film "tells" o r recounts the events i t  portrays. Once w e 

understand  how  the film ic story is being to ld  (w ith ligh ts an d  sounds), it 

w ill b e  easier to  exam ine w h a t the perceiver can an d  canno t do  w ith that 

m aterial presentation.

Gerald Prince defines narra tion  as "the p ro d u ctio n  of the narrative; 

the recounting of a  series of situations and  events."57 This (literary) 

distinction alludes to a n  agent, a  source, som eone w h o  is recounting the 

events. That agency can  be the im plied au tho r — the im plicit image of an  

au tho r in  the text, the one responsible for the ideological or m oral 

positions represented in  the  text.58 But often, the agency beh ind  the 

narra tion  is regarded  as the narra to r "the linguistic subject, a  function and  

no t a  person, w hich  expresses itself in  the language th a t constitutes the 

text."59 W hether im plied  au th o r or narrator,60 the literary  notion  of 

narra tion  involves an  agency and  a verbal utterance. Strict theorists like 

G ennette claim th a t narra tive  is a verbal transm ission, an  utterance, and 

therefore film, comic strip  and  the roman photo are " transm itted  by an 

extranarrative m edium ."61 U nder this narrow  view  m im etic p resentation

57 Gerald Prince, Dictionary of Narratology. Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1987, p.57.

58 For a fuller account of the implied author see Wayne Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction. 
Chicago: University of Chicago press, 1961.

59 Mieke Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative. Toronto, Buffalo, 
London: University of Toronto Press, 1985, p.U9.

601 realize, of course, that the discussion of the implied author and narrator is much more 
complex than what I portray here. As far as this discussion is relevant to film I will refer 
to it in greater length shortly. For a fuller discussion of these terms in literary 
narratology please see Wayne Booth, Rimmon-Kenan, and Seymour Chatman, in books 
quoted in this dissertation.
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(i.e., d ram a -  w here  inform ation is delivered  v ia  dialogue) will be 

considered im pure  o r m ixed narration. O nly  di£g£sis, which is n a rra tion  

w ithout d ialogue, is p u re  narration.62 In  contrast, Rimmon- K enan a n d  

others claim  th a t the Platonic account includes b o th  the mimetic a n d  the  

diegetic as form s of narration.63 This literary  discussion is im portan t since 

film is a  un ique form  of a narrative. W hile it certainly qualifies as a  

narrative (a recounting  of a set of events), it  does n o t necessarily em ploy a 

narrator in  the diegetic or the mim etic term s. Rim m on-Kenan defines 

narration as an  even t w here  inform ation is transm itted  about story 

events.64 This definition, w hich stays aw ay  from  bo th  agency and the  

com m itm ent to the  verbal m ed ium  opens the door for a  description of film  

narration. D avid  Bordwell defines film  narra tion

As a process, the activity of selecting, arranging  and rendering  

story m aterial in  o rder to achieve specific tim e- bound effects on  a  

perceiver.65

Rather than  focusing on  the verbal and  u tterance aspects of narration, 

Bordwell (follow ing Rim m on-Kenan and  others) is interested in  the 

discursive aspects of narration. Film com m unicates through images, 

dialogue, m usic a n d  sound  effects. Bordw ell calls these channels of

61 Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse Revisited, trans. By Jane E. Lewin, Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1988, p.16.

62 Ibid. p.18.

63 Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics. London and New  
York: Routledge, 1983, p. 106.

64 Ibid. p.89.

65 David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film. Madison: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1985, p.xi.
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com m unication the film 's  style. Film  narra tion  is h o w  the film 's style is 

o rgan ized  to create a  syuzhet.66 W hile in terpreting  a  film , the audience is 

p resen ted  w ith  a  w ea lth  of inform ation, w hich  is som ehow  organized (in 

the m in d  of the perceiver) to p resen t the film's  narra tion . N arration  here, 

ra th e r than  being a  com prehensive discursive linear practice from  narrator 

to  n arra tee  and read er (a la G enette), is a  p roduct o f a n  in terpretive 

process of the perceiver. In  h is M aking M eaning B ordw ell attem pts to 

exp lain  w ha t leads the aud ience to organize the in fo rm ation  in  a coherent 

m anner. The leading fac to r is the interest of the perceiver of a dram a in  

identify ing  whose sto ry  is p resen ted , "in  o ther w ords, it  u sually  is of first 

im portance to see w hose  fu tu res are  at stake -  w hose s itua tion  is settled 

by  the events that are described ."67 In  a section en titled  "M aking Films 

Personal" Bordwell m akes a s trong  case to v iew  films as a sub-set of large 

experiential cases w hereby  w e personify objects in  o u r  everyday  w orld in  

o rd er to understand  th em  better.68 In  interpreting film s w e ap p ly  our folk 

psychological in tu itions abou t persons to film m akers' in ten tions, and to 

characters. Bordwell calls this process 'the  application  of the  person 

schem ata,' which w h en  activated  is based on  the follow ing tenets:

1. A  hum an body , p resu m ed  to be singular a n d  unified.

2. Perceptual activity , including  self-awrareness.

3. Thoughts, inc lud ing  beliefs.

4. Feelings o r em otions.

66 Ibid. pp.58-59.

67 David Bordwell, Making Meaning: Inference and Rhetoric in the Interpretation of 
Cinema. Harvard University Press, 1989, p.170.
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5. Traits, o r persisting  dispositional qualities.

6. The capacity fo r self im pelled  actions, such  as com m unication, 

goal — form ation a n d  -  achievem ent, and  so on.69

The application of the p erson  schem ata is particularly im p o rtan t w hen  

attribu ted  to the characters in  the film. As I have show n in  the  first 

chapter, perceivers of d ram atic  texts tend  to equate the characters in  those 

texts w ith  autonom ous an d  subjective hum an beings.70 A nd  B ordw ell 

contends tha t this d ram atic  tendency, in  accordance w ith  our general 

psychological tendency to personify  o u r world, results in  the character 

being at the focus of the narra to ria l process. Bordw ell's idea o f narra tion  

as a  practice is based on  the B ull's Eye Schema. A t the core of the schem a, 

the focal po in t of the in terpretive  process are the characters, w ith  all the 

person  attributes recounted above. A  second circle describes the diegetic 

w orld , the surroundings of the characters and their activities. A  th ird  

concentric circle represents the nondiegetic inform ation like cam eraw ork, 

editing, an d  music.71 In  defend ing  the claim that the focal p o in t of the 

schem a is the characters B ordw ell writes:

[The schema] p rom otes those personified agents w e call characters 

(fictional or not) over less p rom inent cues. The schem a also 

suggests fruitful correlations: betw een character an d  setting,

68 Ibid. pp. 151-168.

69Ibid. p.152.

70 See chapter 1, pp. 15-16.

71 David Bordwell, Making Meaning, op. cit. P. 171.
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betw een setting a n d  camerawork. I t thus offers a  w ay for the critic 

to m ap sem antic fields onto stylistic or narra to ria l qualities.72 

In  the following pages Bordw ell gives countless exam ples of critical 

w ritings on films w hich  regularly  use this schem ata to describe fram ing o r  

lighting as m otivated by  a  character's state of m ind . N arration  in  this 

account becomes a  selective process of the in terpreter, first applied to 

elem ents related to the character, then to the diegetic w o rld  (which 

according to Bordwell is ha rder to notice), and  finally to the extra diegetic 

properties of the film . A s m entioned at the end of the second chapter, 

cognitive evidence can explain  the trajectory B ordw ell chooses. The 

activity of the characters — bo th  verbal, th rough the dialogue, and in  

visual actions — is linear, causal and  is therefore perceived  and 

rem em bered in  propositional or symbolic chains. But large spaces like 

room s, sound effects em anating from  those spaces, or fram ing and 

editing, are perceived quite  differently. They are  often  perceived 

holistically, in  a  fast, c rude  an d  autom atic process. Indeed , if a  film 

"w ants us" to notice an  object in  the frame (say a  gun , for example), the 

object will either be foregrounded, well lit, o r otherw ise visually 

em phasized in  the w ide shot, or it will be gran ted  its o w n  close-up shot. 

M uch as in real life, perceivers are presented -with an  overw helm ing 

am ount of visual data  a t once, and  are unable to decode them  all serially 

a t once. We em ploy scripts (expecting certain item s to be  present in  

bedroom s and not kitchens) and  other visual shortcuts to facilitate

72 Ibid. p.170.
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percep tion  in  the  time provided . V isual pictorial inform ation, as I  have 

show n, is n o t processed as signs, n o t decoded  as language, b u t processed 

m uch  like the real w orld  is, th a t is b o th  holistically and  serially. B ut w e 

are m uch  m ore  aw are of sym bolic representations, such as language or 

linear action. Verbal perception, w h ich  is based  on this h ighly  coded  

inform ation, is decoded, an d  processed  serially, and then  sto red  in  

m em ory  propositionally. In  this form , it is m uch  m ore available for high- 

o rder cognitive activities such  as causal ordering, reasoning, a n d  o ther 

m ental operations. Verbal in form ation  is therefore m ore read ily  useful 

than  in fo rm ation  derived from  im ages w h en  constructing the narrative. 

Sim ilarly, in  the visual field, characters ' actions are easily red u ced  to 

causal a n d  linear chains, therefore lend ing  them selves to a serial 

in terpretation , and  to propositional encoding  sets, for m em ory storage 

purposes. Bordw ell's account, like the  sem io tidans ', prioritizes the (high- 

order) coded  channels of inform ation, over the (low order) holistically 

perceived  ones.

W hile Bordwell m akes a s trong  case for evaluating the narra tive  

from  the core o u t (i.e., from  character o u t to extra-diegetic w orlds), he  is 

w illing to see tha t in  cases like G odard 's  cinem a — w here characters are 

alienated  from  audiences by  design  — this d irection  m ay n o t w ork. He 

then  suggests

The sim plest textual heuristic, then, seeks synchronic 

correspondences betw een  the cues in  different rings of the  circle. A  

m ore dynam ic heuristic  treats m eaning  as having its p rim ary  

source in  either the innerm ost circle o r the m ost enveloping one,
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and  as passing  " th rough" the others. In  o th e r w ords m eaning 

"m oves" o u tw a rd  or inw ard.73 

Bordwell's account is in teresting  and useful, b u t  is puzz ling  in  tw o related  

areas. The schem a is d esig n ed  to give coherence b o th  to the subjectivity of 

the character, an d  to th a t of the narrative. B ordw ell's m odel of narra tion  

is aim ed a t un ify ing  the  stylistic elements (both  d iegetic  an d  extradiegetic) 

in  support of a  u n ified  subjectivity for the character. T ha t is, the Bull's 

Eye schema, if  ap p lied  p roperly , reiterates the p e rso n  schem a, thus 

stabilizing the  m ean ing  of the text in its characters. W hile this tendency 

can be w ritten  off as a som ew hat rom antic and  nosta lg ic  notion w hen  

applied  to the characters, its subsequent result, th e  unification of the 

overall narrative, is m ore  bothersom e. B ordw ell's m odel of narration only 

picks up details tha t su p p o rt the person schem a, o r  th a t cohere according 

to some other envelop ing  principle (such as a G o d ard ian  aesthetic 

ideology). But this m u s t be a  reductive and  sim plistic  v iew  of narration, 

especially if it is su p p o sed  to apply  to all narra tives. A  film  can tell us a 

story  based on  a set of contradictory narratives, su ch  as the case in  

Rashomon (K urossaw a, 1950). O r a film can se t its  aud ience up  w ith  an  

inscribed subversive na rra tive  (or a few), a  tactic com m on to crime and  

detective film s. H ow  can  the Bull's Eye Schem a exp la in  the narration of 

film s that are n o t so easily  unified? According to B ordw ell's account there 

w ill always be som e cohering  narratorial p rincipal. A n d  while one can  

find philosophical o r ideological explanations to Rashomon (such as

73 Ibid. p.181.
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existentialism  as the reason  for the open-ended  narrative, for exam ple), it 

is hard  to reconcile the film  as a coherent narra tion . A nd how  will w e 

understand  the en d in g  of m any postm odern ist films such as Breaking The 

Waves (Lars V on  Trier, 1997), and  The Usual Suspects (Brian Singer, 1995)? 

Those films are a im ed  (I w ould even dare  say  narrated) so as to create 

com peting a lternative  readings w here a  sense of closure, coherence, a n d  

unity  are n o t on ly  evaded , b u t loudly  denied . W hile Bordwell cautions us 

tha t "to give every  film  a narrator or an  im p lied  au tho r is to indulge in  an  

an thropom orphic  fiction,"74 and w hile he insists that if a narra tor is 

constructed it  is " the  p ro d u c t of specific o rganizational principles, 

historical factors, an d  view ers' m ental sets,"75 this interpretive construct is 

always referred  to  as a  unified, singular entity . A nd  such a  unified 

function canno t account for the am biguity m en tioned  above. Later in  this 

chapter I shall p ropose  a  m odel of narra to ria l am biguity, one that w ill 

account for the m ultip licity  of cognitive processes a t w ork in  narra ting  

an d  interpreting a  film. But before doing  so, I w o u ld  like to review  a  m ore 

complex concept of narration, that of E d w ard  Branigan.

W hile B ordw ell refers to narra tion  as a  discursive act, as m eans of 

interaction be tw een  style, syuzhet and  the fabula, B ranigan approaches 

narration epistem ically. W hile the narra tive  contains the "w hat" of the  

story, or w h a t B ran igan  calls the declarative know ledge, "narration 

addresses issues o f procedure: how are w e acquiring  know ledge abou t

74 David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film, op. cit. P.62.

75 Ibid.
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w h a t is happening  in  the sto ry"76 o r w hether there are  conflicts in  the 

procedures through w hich in form ation  is p rovided . C om pared  to 

B ordw ell's som ew hat psychological schema, this account is structural at 

heart: i t  refers to levels of narra tion , w hich m ay co-exist, ru le  each other 

out, o r be  in  tension w ith  each  other. N arration is based  o n  the principle 

of uneven  d istribution  of know ledge, w hereby one character know s m ore 

than  o ther characters, and  m ay  know  m ore or less than  the  audience. 

B ranigan writes:

[ . . . ]  narration will b e  com prised of three elem ents: a  subject in  an 

asymmetrical relationship  w ith  an  object. As w e shall see, the 

perceiving "subject" m ay  be a  character, narrator, au thor, the 

spectator, o r som e o ther entity  depending on  the context that is 

being analyzed.77

M oreover, the subject a t one tim e in  the film, m ay becom e the object of 

another epistem ic setup. For exam ple, in  The Silence o f the Lambs, Jack 

C raw ford (Clarice's FBI superior) is a t one m om ent inform ing h e r and  the 

view ers that he is on the w ay  to the  serial killer's hom e in  M ichigan. He is 

the subject, and  she is the (d isappoin ted  to be left ou t of the action) object. 

But only m inutes later w e realize w ith  her that she is a t the killer's house, 

thus w h en  Craw ford breaks in  to the em pty house in  M ichigan, the 

audience is the subject, and  th e  FBI officer the object in  a n  epistem ic 

exchange (see appendix  #5).

76 Edward Branigan, Narrative Comprehension and Film. N ew  York and London: 
Routledge, 1992, p. 65.

77 Ibid. p.66.
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B ranigan 's account enables us to have (a) com plex, or even 

contradicting narra tives, a n d  (b) a  concept of n a rra tio n  tha t is not all 

encom passing o r unified , b u t is at any  g iven  m o m en t susceptible to 

unreliability, o r to  change in  the epistem ic position ing . Branigan defines 

eight levels of narra tion , starting w ith  the h istorical au tho r, the extra- 

fictional n arra to r, the nondiegetic narrator, d iegetic  narra to r, character 

(nonfocalized narra tion), external focalizer, in te rna l focalization (surface), 

an d  in ternal focalization (depth).78 These n arra to rs  a re  m atched by a  

series of narratees, b o th  fictional and  im plied  aud ience, w hich w ill be 

discussed in  g rea te r leng th  in  the next chapter. T he levels of narration  

also correspond to  levels of representation in  the artistic  text, from  

historical in fo rm ation  to the internal dynam ics of a  character's m ental 

w orld. Those tex tual levels are the text, fiction, s to ry  w orld , even t/scene, 

action, percep tion  a n d  thought. The percep tion  of in form ation  by the 

view er is alw ays subject to questions of w h a t is b e in g  com m unicated and. 

u n der w hich  conditions. The text becom es a  com position  of "a 

hierarchical series of levels of narration, each defin ing  an  epistem ological 

context vvithin w h ich  to describe d a ta / '79 B ranigan devotes m uch of his 

book  to an  analysis of film  narration  based  o n  this m odel. H e incorporates 

h is earlier w ork  o n  p o in t of view 80 into a  d iscussion  o f subjectivity, p o in t 

o f view7, a n d  o th er na rra to ria l concerns.

78 Ibid. P.87.

79 Ibid.

80 See Edward Branigan, Point of View in the Cinema: A Theory of Narration and 
Subjectivity in Classical Film, Berlin, New York, Amsterdam: Mouton Publishers, 1984.
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Branigan's m odel is very  com prehensive and w ell though t out.

O u r narratorial judgem ent a n d  cognitive processing are a p roduct of ou r 

estim ation of the interplay  b e tw een  the  epistem ic levels of narration . B ut 

B ranigan refrains from  distingu ish ing  h o w  the inform ation is p rov ided . 

W hether inform ation is available th ro u g h  action or speech, it is evaluated  

based  on  its narratorial source —in ternal o r external focalizer, or ju s t a  non

focalized character -  and  no t b a sed  o n  its cognitive processing. Yet, as I 

have  show n in  the previous chap ter, the  channel of com m unication 

(verbal o r visual) has im pact o n  its cognitive processing. Visual 

perception  is processed differently  from  verbal perception, is treated  

cognitively differently, and  rem em bered  som ew hat differently. W hile 

there are m any cross-m odal opera tions a t  high-level cognitive activity 

such  as the construction of the narra tive , som e early perceptual 

judgem ents (e.g., w hat to focus o u r v isual attention on) m ay have 

substantial im plications for n a rra tive  construction skills. If w e h av en 't 

noticed the g u n  on  the counter, w e  m ay be unable to predict all possible 

scenarios for the future action o f the  characters involved. In  o ther w ords, 

w hile B ranigan's notion of p rocedu ra l know ledge is concentrated on  the 

structu ra l aspects of the epistem ic boundaries (who is telling, an d  how  do 

they  know  w hat they are telling), i t  seem s that cognitive evidence abou t 

perception  suggests that w e sh o u ld  also take into account style, o r how  

the inform ation is being presen ted . W hether character or perceiver, the 

source of the inform ation (i.e., v e rba l o r visual) is crucial for our 

understand ing  and  judging  the im portance  o f that information.

Branigan 's concentration on  the  syuzhet, w hile ignoring style (to use
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Bordwell's term inology), is a  de trim ent of his theory. After all, it is very 

hard  to talk about the syuzhet as separate  from  style, given that style is 

the m aterial presentation of syuzhet inform ation. Let us consider an  

example.

O ne of the cinematic devices to convey the attribution of 

knowledge to characters is point-of-view  editing. Branigan describes the- 

point-of view  structure as a set of tw o shots: the first, the poin t/g lance 

shot, reveals a  character looking (usually off camera), and  the second, the 

po in t/ob ject shot, assum es the physical po in t of view of the character, or 

sim ulates it, to show  the object as seen b y  the subject.81 In the first chapter 

I claimed that a  th ird  shot is often necessary to complete the effect, a  

reaction shot (poin t/g lance 2) in  w hich w e see the character's response to 

the object/ character/even t seen. A n exam ple can be seen in The Silence o f 

the Lambs, in  the scene w here Clarice has ju st entered the house of the 

serial killer. The im plied au thor has show n  the audience in  the previous 

scene the starving girl in  the well, and  h e r success in  seizing the killer's 

dog. W hen the doorbell rings and  the d istressed  killer opens it to an  

unsuspecting Clarice, the audience is in  a position of epistemic advantage 

over her. W e know  she is a t the killer's an d  is therefore in  danger, b u t she 

does not know  that. Clarice walks into the kitchen, her gaze w anders 

around the cluttered space, finally settling  on  som ething. The camera 

shows a  close-up of a butterfly, therefore h in ting  a t a  detail know n about 

the killer -  tha t he uses rare butterflies from  South America. But the

81 Ibid. p. 103.
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audience a lready  know s that Clarice is a t  the  killer's, so the im p o rtan t 

narra to ria l question  is: does Clarice know ? The po in t/g lance, 

p o in t/o b jec t p a ir  of shots is then  fo llow ed b y  a  th ird  shot, that of Clarice 

w ith  her m o u th  slightly open in  surprise , a n d  h e r hand, slow ly a n d  

quietly  m ov ing  to res t on  her gun.

I shall re tu rn  to the issue of the n u m b er of shots in  a po in t o f v iew  

set w hile analyzing  Rambling Rose, b u t  fo r the  m om ent, I w ou ld  like to 

concentrate o n  the theoretical fo rm ulation  o f the poin t of view  device 

according to  Branigan. Branigan w rites:

The theory  th a t poin t of v iew  is a n  a ttitu d e  of som e sort — o f a  

v iew er, im plied  observer, character, narra tor, im plied or real 

au thor, etc. -  is based on  the assu m p tio n  that the bearer of the  

"attitude" is "like," or sim ply is, a  rea l person  who expresses 

h im self /  herself in  a w ay w hich  com m unicates w ith  the v iew er as a 

person. By contrast, I will be  dealing  n o t w ith  e.g., characters and  

their (?) a ttitudes b u t w ith  codes of character and the ideo logy  of 

the text. The concept of psychological a ttitude  is w holly rep laced  

by those of textual p roduction  an d  ideology. I will take p o in t of 

v iew  to be  a p roperty  of a language system , thus w orking  to w a rd  a 

general theory  of representation in  film .82 

Since B ranigan 's agenda is to look a t p o in t of v iew  as a structural device in  

the creation of the  narrative, it is clear w hy  h e  attacks rom antic no tions of 

character subjectivity. But the dow nside of tend ing  so heavily to w a rd  a

82 Ibid. p. 17.
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structural explanation is th a t i t  ignores som e basic cognitive tenets active 

d u rin g  viewing. I have a lread y  m entioned B ordw ell's (or folk 

psychology's) person  schem ata, in  w hich w e personify  objects and  aspects 

o f ou r life in  o rder to m ore  easily  process them . M oreover, psychological 

research  show s tha t in fan ts of tw o to three m onths of age  s ta rt following 

their m other's gaze stab ilizing  it onto objects the m o th e r is looking a t 83 

This da ta  is easily explained, as following the glance of ano ther hum an  

being  or a p reda to r cou ld  reveal the intentions of those subjects. That is, 

the tendency to follow the  gaze is biologically ing ra ined  in  h u m an  beings 

as one of the survival m echanism s. Perceivers are som etim es presented in  

film  w ith  the w andering  gaze of a  character, then  the cam era cuts to a pan  

o r a tilt m ovem ent th ro u g h  space, w hich is a ttribu ted  to  the  scanning gaze 

of the character. But in  p o in t of v iew  editing, the actual cam era 

m ovem ent betw een gaze a n d  target is usually deleted, a n d  the  audience 

"fills in  the gap" assum ing  the character was actually  looking and  the 

cam era just picks the im age u p  once the gaze w as se ttled  on  a n  object. 

P o in t of view editing n o t only  reveals intentions, b u t is also instrum ental 

in  revealing emotions. Recall the  opening scene of The Elephant Man, in  

w h ich  Dr. Fredrick Treves (p layed by  Anthony H opkins) sees the 

E lephant M an for the first tim e. The Elephant M an is slow ly turn ing  to 

face the doctor, and  he is obscu red  by  a cape, and  d im m ed  lighting. The 

film  cuts aw ay from  the tu rn in g  figure before he a rrives to the full frontal 

position, so the audience is never granted a view  of the E lephan t M an (in

83 George Butterworth and Lesley Grover, "The Origins of Rreferential Communication in 
Human Infancy" in (ed.) Lawrence Weiskrantz, Thought Without Language. Oxford:
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fact, no t until the  very  en d  of the film ). But the  film  show s the  face o f 

H opkins, the cam era zoom ing in  o n  it, as a  tear forms in  his eye. The 

ho rro r of the sight, and  the em pathy  the doctor feels are transm itted  to the 

audience w ithout ever seeing the subject of the film. Identify ing  the 

em otions of the characters an d  their ta rg e t objects /causes is o f p rim ary  

im portance to the  understand ing  of the  narrative. Noel C arroll claims:

Stated boldly, po in t of v iew  ed iting  can function com m unicatively 

because it  is a  representational elaboration of a na tu ra l inform ation 

gathering behaviour. T hat is, p o in t of view  editing, of the 

prospective variety  a t least, w orks because it relies o n  depicting  

biologically innate in form ation  gathering  procedures. This is w hy 

the device is so quickly assim ilated and  applied by  m asses of 

un tu to red  spectators.84 

We can see now  th a t w hile it is possible to support Branigan w ith  his 

a ttem pt to not a ttribute subjectivity to  textual entities such  as characters 

and  narrators, it  is im portan t to acknow ledge the cognitive m echanism s at 

w ork  in  the process of actual view ing. T reating point of view  as a 

structural device (in a language-like system ) is cum bersom e, requ ires 

m any complex cognitive m echanism s, a n d  cannot explain the ease w ith  

w hich this device is used  an d  processed. W hile for Branigan p o in t of view  

m erely "describes the correlation betw een  tw o narrations"85 a  cognitive 

account can explain psychological m echanism s of identification an d

Clarendon Press, 1988, pp. 5-24.

84 Noel Carroll, Theorizing the Moving Image. N ew  York, NY: Cambridge University 
Press, 1996, p. 129.
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in terpretation w h ich  are  rooted biologically in  o u r su rv iva l m echanism s. 

In  other w ords, in  accordance w ith  O ccam 's razor, th e  cognitive account 

operates a t low er percep tual levels, is sim pler cognitively, and  shou ld  

therefore be p referred  theoretically. I d o  n o t claim  th a t  Branigan's theory 

of narration is w rong, only that it is partial. W hile h is  structural m odel is 

very useful, one also needs to examine style, a n d  its cognitive effects o n  

syuzhet, w hich in  tu rn  w ill affect the construction  o f the fabula. I do 

believe though th a t the  solution to the lim itations of B ranigan 's theory can  

be found in  a logical extension of his o w n  m odel.

Branigan's no tion  of narration is based  o n  em bedding: one level's 

narra tor becom es the  object of another. This m odel allow s for several 

levels of narra tion  to  operate sim ultaneously, so as to  encourage 

compatible in terpretations. M oreover, this m odel, w h ic h  is inherently  

hierarchical, does n o t end  w ith  ultim ate epistem ic sa turation . For 

Branigan:

Omniscience does not m ean that the read er finally  knows all, o r 

that there is an  au th o r/n arra to r w ho know s a ll, b u t m erely refers to 

the reader's  toleration of a boundary , o r  lim it to  w hat finally can be 

know n in the  text.86 

Branigan's m odel is m uch  m ore open to am biguity , unreliability, or 

compatible in terpretations than  m ost literary m odels. Unreliable 

narration usually  refers to a narrator w hose values a n d  claims are

85 Edward Branigan, Point of View in the Cinema, op. cit. P. 177.

86 Edward Branigan, Narrative Comprehension and Film, op. cit. P.115.
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underm ined  b y  the im p lied  au thor. In this case the perceivers receive 

inform ation th a t is th en  deem ed  to be untrue, or probably  n o t true, b u t 

there is no w ay to de te rm ine  w h a t really happens. This a p p ro a ch  assum es 

th a t the unreliable n a rra to r 's  discourse is em bedded  w ith in  ano ther level, 

of another narra to r, w h o  eventually  unifies the text by  p ro v in g  to the 

readers that the unreliab le  n a rra to r w as such. But w e h ave  seen  

th roughout the first ch ap ter a n d  this one tha t narra tion  in  film  is often  

done  w ithout a n arra to r, a t least in  the strict sense of the term . G regory 

C urrie  writes:

But I shall a rgue th a t there are narratives w hich a re  unreliab le  even 

w hen there is no  narra to r. In  these cases, unreliab ility  is n o t the 

p roduct of a d isparity  be tw een  two conflicting v iew poin ts, one 

internal (the n a rra to r's) a n d  one external. Rather i t  is the p rodu ct 

of a single, ex ternal v iew poin t which has, as w e sha ll see, a  rather 

complex struc tu re .87 

For Currie, this external perspective  is p rov ided  by  the im p lied  au tho r 

(som etim es also called the  external narrator). W hile film h a s  em bedded  

narrators (like the peop le  telling their stories about C harles K ane in  Citizen 

Kane), it is difficult to im p o rt to film  the literary idea of a contro lling  

narra tor. A controlling n a rra to r is som e fictional entity w h o  is assum ed to 

relay  all of the sto ry 's even ts to  the readers, b u t is no t the im p lied  au tho r 

(or filmmaker). But it is h a rd  to im agine w hat form  such a n  entity  w ould  

take in  film. Even in  the  cases w here  we have voice over n arra tio n , the

87 Gregory Currie, op. dt. p. 261.
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film  is n o t ju s t to ld  verbally, i t  is show n, heard , p layed m usically, in  action 

an d  setting, an d  so on. V ery few  narra tive  films show  the  entire events 

w ith o u t show ing  the m ain  character (Tarkovsky's Mirror is the  only one 

th a t comes to m y m ind). A n d  as soon as w e see the m ain  character, 

som eone is narrating  the film . But th is narrating  agency is n o t a  unified 

subjectivity. In  literary fiction, one m ay  collapse the au thor, im plied 

author, an d  controlling narra to r to one entity. But it is h a rd  to collapse 

those roles in  film. The audience is aw are  of the num erous agencies 

(cinem atographer, editor, se t designer, etc.) behind the "telling" of the 

film ic story. It seems im plausible therefore that audiences w ou ld  attribute 

such  a literary  controlling role to any one  diegetic filmic entity .88 A nd if 

w e abolish the role of the controlling narra to r, filmic unreliability  can only 

be the p ro d u ct of em bedded narrators. Yet Currie gives exam ples of films 

in  w hich narra tion  is unreliable, b u t the  source of the unreliability  is not 

the em bedded  narrator.89 In  such  cases C urrie claims tha t there is a 

com plex in tention  on the p a rt of the im plied  author, an d  he  calls that 

narra tion  am biguous. W hile unreliability  is usually negated  a t narrative 

closure — tha t is, the text's fabula is unified  — am biguity is m uch  m ore 

open. A  n arra tion  is am biguous "w hen  it  raises a question  in  the 

re a d e r 's /  v iew er's m ind w hich  it fails to answ er, and  w here the raising 

an d  the nonansw ering seem  to have been  intentional."90 In  am biguous 

narration , the text lends itself to several interpretations, an d  it  refrains

88 Ibid. p. 267.

89 Ibid. pp. 269-280. Mostly an analysis of Fritz Lang's You Only Live Once.
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from  giving the perceiver enough  inform ation to decide w hich  

interpretation is preferred. Com plex unreliability does n o t necessarily 

have to be ambiguous, b u t the la tter is easier to achieve. To se t u p  

com plex unreliability the im plied  au thor needs to p lan t d u e s  a t tw o levels 

[ . . .]  a t level 1, w here the d u e s  are m ore obvious, b u t  only 

superfidally  persuasive; an d  a t level 2, w here they are less obvious 

b u t more w eighty w hen  reflected upon.91 

A n unreliable narra tion  im plies a  transition from  openness in  the first 

level to dosure  on the second: the narra tor has been iden tified  as 

unreliable. A nd deem ing the narra to r unreliable is usually  done  b y  

another level of exp lid t narration . But in  film, given th a t there is no 

controlling narrator, and  m ost narra tion  is done by an  im plied  author, the 

task  of dosure  is m uch m ore difficult than  a move tow ard  opening, or 

am biguating the situation a t the second level. Currie never explains why 

it is easier for unreliable narra tion  to exist in literature a n d  for am biguous 

narra tion  to exist in  cinema. But I w ou ld  da im  that a cognitive approach 

can shed some light on the m atter. Sol W orth points o u t tha t unlike 

w ords, pictures cannot negate, all that pictures can show  is w h a t is -  on 

the picture 's surface.92 A nd in  light of cognitive data  this is qu ite  dear. 

Pictures, as I have show n in  this chapter, are perceived by  the sam e 

biological m echanisms used  fo r object recognition. C urrie calls this the 

proposition of perceptual realism , by w hich pictures are seen  like the

90 Ibid. p. 274.

91 Ibid. p. 276.
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things they re p re se n t A n  im age of X then  is seen  as a n  X. For a n  im age to 

be able to negate  itself, there  w ould  have to b e  a  representational d istance 

betw een the object an d  the picture, an d  there w o u ld  have to be a 

convention that enab les the  im age to postu la te  the claim  "is not." B ut 

those properties, as I have  show n before, be long  p rim arily  to natural 

languages (som ew hat also to coded v isual signs, like ro ad  signs), b u t do 

not have equivalencies in  v isual photographic  im ages. For visual film 

narration to negate, it w ill have to em ploy an o th e r m ode of narra tion  like 

dialogue, o r the u se  of ed iting  conventions. In  The Silence o f the Lambs for 

instance, Jona than  D em m e uses b o th  m ethods to  m ark  the im plied au tho r 

as unreliable. T he scene in  w hich Clarice is in  O hio  a n d  the FBI are 

heading to the seria l k iller's house in  M ichigan is organ ized  so as to lead  

the audience to believe th a t Clarice is o u t of the  "action" (see appendix  

#5). First, w e h ear verbally  that the FBI has the  k iller's address and  are 

presently flying o u t there. Next, w e see a  house, an d  a teleprom pter title 

comes on  the screen, nam ing  the city in  M ichigan (shot #1). The cam era 

cuts to the inside o f the house  w here a series of shots conveys that the 

serial killer is p lay ing  w ith  bugs (shots 2,3, & 5). A  series of cross cutting 

betw een the exterior o f the house w here the FBI agents are getting ready 

to break in  (shots 4, 8 ,1 2 ,1 5 ,1 8 ,2 3 , 25,29) a n d  the  in terior w here the 

serial killer panics w h en  he realizes th a t the k id n ap p e d  girl seized his dog  

(7 ,9 -11 ,13 ,14 ,16 ,17 ,19-22 , 24, 26-28), follows. This alternating syntagm a 

(which in  film  conven tion  designates different spaces, sam e time)

92 Sol Worth, Studying Visual Communication. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1981, p. 174.
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culm inates in  the  typical spatial unification of inside a n d  outside w h e n  the 

FBI agen t rings the doorbell twice (shots 30, 35), the  cam era cuts to  show  

the doorbell from  inside (shots 31,36), a n d  the serial killer responds. But 

the im plied  au th o r w as leading us d o w n  the  w ro n g  p a th  and  w h e n  the 

serial killer opens the d o o r and (in a n  over-h is-shoulder shot #39) w e see 

Clarice, w e im m ediate ly  realize w e have b e e n  fooled. W e then  p roceed  to 

"correct" the logical reasoning, ad just o u r fram e of reference, an d  proceed  

w ith  the film 's events. Unreliability here w as clearly exercised, b u t  g iven  

that it  w as perfo rm ed  by  the highest au tho rity  of the  film, its im plied  

author, the aud ience canno t judge tha t narra tion , b u t  can only accept they 

have been  fooled a n d  m ove on. M oreover, th is unreliability  w as achieved 

not visually, b u t  by  conventional v isual a rran g em en t (parallel editing, or 

alternate syntagm a) a n d  by the verbal m essages p rin ted  on the screen, 

thus contextualizing the images in  a (wrong) geography  that is crucial to 

the narra tive 's p u n c h  line. But this unreliab ility  does n o t seem  to destroy  

the authority  of the im plied  author. As soon  as w e have perform ed the 

logical ad justm en t (see section on belief rev ision  in  chapter 4), w e accept 

that a trick w as p layed  o n  us, and w e re tu rn  to ju d g in g  the follow ing 

inform ation as reliable. The reason, again, is th a t in  realist cinem a, as 

audiences w e have no w ay  o f deem ing the v isual inform ation as 

unreliable, unless it is contextualized by  a n  extra v isual m edium  as such. 

For that very reason, the  conclusion w e d ra w  a t the e n d  of The Usual 

Suspects is qu ite  the  opposite. The film is com prised  of a  visualization in  

flash back, of a  story  a character tells w hile being  in terrogated  a t the 

police. W hen w e learn  a t the end of the film  th a t the character fabricated
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the story using nam es a n d  facts w hich  were only available to h im  only at 

the investigator's office, w e  deem  him  as unreliable in te rnal narrator. The 

visual story though , w as on ly  an  illustration of a  verbal one, a n d  verbal 

accounts can very  easily lie. But the film does no t end  there, as the 

suspect who has ju st left the  police station is n o w  being  picked u p  by one 

of the (supposedly dead) m ain  characters from  his story. The credits start 

rolling as the car pulls aw ay , an d  the police officer arrives huffing and  

puffing at the street com er. The film  then leaves the epistem ic sta tus of 

w ha t w e have ju st seen  unreso lved . The im plied  au th o r never reveals 

w hether it w as a  fabrication, o r tru th , or w hich parts  o f the  story  w ere 

h u e , that is, true  in  the d iegetic  fictional w orld. M oreover, a t the end  of 

the film  the audience is n o t sure  w hether the film 's  im plied  au tho r was 

unreliable, o r w hether it is ju s t unreliable em bedded  narration . The 

narra tion  then is a t best am biguous.

Am biguity, unlike unreliability , is m uch  easier to achieve visually. 

M oreover, the visual track  an d  the dialogue track m ay propose  alternative 

narrations, ones the im p lied  au th o r m ay choose n o t to em bed  and  

hierarchize. In  Eyes Wide Shut (Stanley Kubrick, 1999) Bill (played by Tom 

Cruise) and  Alice (played b y  N icole Kidman) are engaged  in  a  heavy 

argum ent. They are a rg u in g  abou t fidelity, deception  a n d  their 

relationship. Bill is g u a rd ed , uses stereotypes, an d  lies. H e boldly  tells 

Alice he trusts her no t to chea t o n  him . Alice responds w ith  a story about 

a  vacation they took together a  year earlier. The story is abou t a sexual 

fantasy, one she has never acted  upon . She seem s honest, an d  in  the 

narrative logic of the a rgum en t, she has no reason  to lie abou t it. But her
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body language a n d  the tone of her voice tease Bill to believe she m a y  have 

acted o u t tha t fantasy. For the rest of the  film  Bill is torm ented w ith  

images w hich  enac t d ie fantasy. Because the film  deals w ith  m asks a n d  

m asking in  in tim ate  relationships, K ubrick never identifies w he ther Alice 

w as honest o r no t. The tw o narratives, the  one of body language a n d  the 

one of verbal inform ation , are never p resen ted  in  a larger context, w h ic h  

em beds and  h ierarch izes those narrations, indicating that one is t ru e , and  

the other false. M oreover, the visual enactm ent is clearly m arked as Bill's 

fan tasy /n igh tm are , tha t is, its epistem ic sta tu s is quite weak. K ubrick  

w ants to leave the  film  openly am biguous, hence Alice's last w ords te lling  

Bill they need  to fuck, a n d  the film  fad ing  to  b lack w ithout show ing  th e  

audience Bill's response. Looking a t the tracks of comm unication, o r  style, 

a n d  how they are  perceived cognitively can  explain am biguity, w h ic h  

seems to be m ore  and  m ore prevalent in  film . The logical extension o f  

Branigan's theory w ou ld  be to treat p rocedural know ledge no t ju st a s  it 

pertains to the content, b u t also as to how  this know ledge w as ach ieved , 

that is to ask  n o t only w ho tells us w hat, b u t  also w as it told visually  or 

verbally an d  w h a t a re  the  implications of each.

A cognitive ap p ro ach  to  po in t of v iew

In his insigh tfu l structural analysis of po in t of view, Boris 

Uspensky p rov ides a  very  useful tool.93 U spensky discusses po in t o f v iew  

n o t m erely as the  physical view po in t of a  character, b u t as a s tru c tu ra l

93 Boris Uspensky, A  Poetics of Composition, trans. by Valentina Zavarin and Susan  
Wittig, Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1973.
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device th a t follows the  em otional, psychological o r ideological sta te  of 

m in d  o f a  character. Thus, The Conversation (Coppola, 1974) subordinates 

the en tire  narrative to H arry  C au l's  m en ta l po in t o f view. A t the  e n d  of 

the film  the audience finds together w ith  Caul, tha t his u n d e rs tan d in g  of 

the s ta te  of affairs w as w rong . A t no  p o in t in  the film  does the  audience 

k n o w  m ore  th an  Caul, that is, the  film 's narra tion  is subo rd ina ted  to  an  

e m b ed d ed  narra to r's  epistem ic constraints. M oreover, even  w h en  the  film  

show s C aul's hallucinations/ n igh tm ares, it  refrains from  asserting  them  

as such . T hat is, according to B ranigan, the film is to ld  from  the deepest 

level o f narra tion , the in ternal focalizer.94 But according to B ranigan, that 

level sh o u ld  lead  to identification  w ith  the charac ter/narra to r, a n d  th a t is 

n o t th e  case in  The Conversation. C au l's  profession is surveillance, b u t  the 

film  rare ly  show s things from  C au l's  physical view  point, o r  perspective. 

In  fact, the  film  rarely show s C au l in  a  close-up, o r even a m ed iu m  shot. 

M ost of the film  is shot w ith  a  w ide-angle  lens, therefore m ak ing  it 

d ifficu lt to determ ine how  C aul really  feels. Given that C aul is very  

pro tective  of his privacy, this v isua l choice makes narra tive  sense. But as 

a resu lt, C aul as a  focalizer is w eak  a t least as far as identification w ith  

h im  takes place. And w hile epistem ically  the audience is re ly ing  o n  Caul 

as the  sole source of narra tive  in form ation , em otionally the film  m aintains 

a  d istance betw een  audience a n d  C aul, a  distance that m akes it  h a rd  to 

accept the film  as one that exhibits a  h ig h  degree of reliance on  a  p o in t of 

view . W hile U spensky's an d  B ran igan 's theories cannot exp la in  this

94 Edward Branigan, op. cit. P.103.
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heightened d istance betw een  audience an d  character, a  cognitive 

approach  can. Physical po in t of view  struc tu re  (com prised of a series of 

three shots: p o in t/g lan ce , po in t/ob jec t an d  p o in t/  glance) initiates — as I 

have show n earlier — a n  innate biological p ro ced u re  used  to understand  

the w orld  a ro u n d  us. This narratorial s truc tu ra l device appeals to ou r 

m ost basic, low -level perceptual practices. I t  reveals intentions and  

em otions, a n d  enables us to see o thers ' responses to a  g iven  situation. But 

un d ers tan d in g  the m ental poin t of view  struc tu re  such  as the one 

em ployed in  The Conversation relies on  verbal cues, an d  on  a  grasp of the 

overall narra tive  prem ise, bo th  of w hich  involve h igh-order cognitive 

m echanism s. I do  no t try  to claim here tha t focalization is always m ore 

effective w h en  it  conveys the physical v iew  po in t, ra ther than  a m ental 

one. A  film  like Vertigo (Hitchcock, 1958), successfully conveys m ental 

po in t of view , b u t it is successful precisely because the device to portray 

this m ental perspective is a visual po in t of v iew  structure. That is, we 

u n ders tand  Scottie 's fear of heights once w e see things, so to speak 

" th rough  h is eyes." Once the coding of his m en ta l state w as done 

visually, w e d o  n o t need  rem inders (i.e., m ore p o in t of view  shots), b u t we 

can see th ings from  his m ental perspective. M oreover, traditional shots of 

the city from  above, w hich  w ould  norm ally  b e  seen  as objective 

descrip tion o f space, an d  as originating from  the  im plied  au thor level of 

telling, are n o t read  anym ore as either objective o r as external narration, 

b u t as psychological po in t of view. Focalization here is predom inantly  

done th rough  a  m ental po in t of view, b u t tha t is anchored, a t least once, in
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a  physical v iew -point. M eans of focalization are  no t the only challenge to 

B ranigan's m odel of narration. Branigan claims:

In  a  stric t sense, a  narrator offers statem ents about; an  acto r/ agent 

acts on o r is acted upon; and  a  focalizer has an  experience of. More 

precisely, narration, action and  focalization are three alternative 

m odes of describing how  know ledge m ay be  stated  o r obtained.95 

But in  his m odel internal focalization evokes identification an d  external 

focalization (th rough  bo th  action an d  speech) evokes observation and 

character understand ing . I  have so far show n  tha t statem ents (w hether 

visual th rough  editing, o r verbal,) and  actions, tend  to require a serial and  

propositional processing, w hich are h igh-order cognitive operations. But 

the term  focalization here is vague. T houghts in  cinema are conveyed 

either verbally  by a  synchronized or voice-over narration, or visually 

through body  language an d  expressions. Experience of (or perception) 

seems to be indicating a  m ore direct v isual reception, although it  m ay be 

conveyed th ro u g h  complex editorial devices such  as in  the case of The 

Cojiversation. M oreover, w hat m ay seem  to be  a shot focalized th rough  a 

certain character can be also understood as a n  im plied au tho r's  narra tion  

about ano ther character. Branigan em braces the notion that "several 

narrations m ay  be  operating sim ultaneously"96 b u t attributes the 

m ultiplicity to the different levels of narrations, and  no t to the source of 

the m aterial.

95 Ibid. p.105. Emphasis in original text.

96 Ibid.
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Rambling Rose

In  the rest of the chap ter I  w ill suggest a n  extension of B ranigan 's 

m o d e l by  perform ing a n  analysis o f the  m odes of narra tions in  a  few  

scenes of Rambling Rose (M artha Coolidge, 1991). The f ilm  follows the 

com ing  of age of B uddy (p layed  b y  Lukas Haas), a  13-year o ld  w ho falls in  

love w ith  his nanny, Rose (played b y  Laura D em ), a sexually 

uncontrollable  young  w om an. W hile B uddy is the m ain  narra to r, the film 

occasionally allows Rose to  focalize b u t  not narra te  p a rt of the story. M ore 

im portan tly , w hile B uddy  controls the  visual access of h is sister (Doll) to 

the sexual action, the im p lied  au th o r occasionally controls B uddy 's access 

too. T he film uses po in t o f v iew  struc tu re  to control an d  restrict the 

characters ' access to know ledge. The po in t of v iew  s truc tu re  also creates a 

com plex  set u p  of characters ' subjectivities. A  cognitive analysis of 

n a rra tio n  will reveal those m echanism s a t work.

The film starts w ith  exterior sho ts of a car driven  by  a m an  in  his 

fo rties dow n the highw ay, superim posed  w ith a title "Glenville, Georgia, 

1971" and  a voice over of the  m an. H e explains that he is com ing sou th  to 

v isit h is  father, and  as he pu lls  in  fron t of an o ld  house, a  w ave of 

nosta lg ia  is rushing over him . As he is stepping u p  to the po rch  the voice 

over says "W hen I w as 13 a g irl cam e to live in  this house. She w as the 

first p e rso n  I loved ou tside  m y ow n  fam ily." The cam era cuts to a  po in t of 

v iew  sh o t from  the p o rch  dow n , a n d  in  the distance w e see a  w om an  

crossing  a bridge w hich  leads tow ards the  house. W hen the  cam era cuts 

back  to  the porch w e see B uddy, a  13-year old, looking a t the  w om an.

This opening  sequence asserts the 40-year old B uddy as the  narra to r, and
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the  13-year o ld  B uddy  as the  focalizer. E ven  though  the film does n o t use 

voice over or show  the 40-year o ld  B uddy again  until the very  end , i t  is 

clear that this is B uddy 's story. B ut the sho ts of the driv ing car, the  title 

indicating the time, a n d  the  editorial m an ipu la tion  into the flash-back 

assert another narra toria l entity, the extra-fictional narra tor (in B ranigan 's 

term s) or the im plied  a u th o r (in C urrie 's). The dynam ics be tw een  th is 

im p lied  narrator, an d  B uddy  as the foca lizer/narra to r is the topic o f the 

follow ing analysis. Back to the first scene: B uddy moves closer, a n d  looks 

a t a  young w om an in  1940s style dress w alk ing  u p  to the house. She 

d o e sn 't see h im  a t first, a n d  as he gazes a t  her, he  smiles. The cam era cuts 

back  an d  forth show ing  Rose walking, cam era tilting-up scanning h e r  

body , and  B uddy in  a close-up looking w ith o u t being seen. This 

traditionally voyeuristic  s truc tu re  privileges the male gaze, an d  B ud d y 's  

p o in t o f view shots em phasize that he sees Rose as a (sexual) w om an. 

W hen  Rose finally sees him , the shots m irro r each other. Rose is w alk ing  

left to right, cam era track ing  w ith  her, B uddy  m oving righ t to left, cam era 

follow ing him  as well. Rose is the first one to speak, in troduces herself, 

an d  the scene ends before B uddy replies. The m ajority of the film  from  

no w  o n  will show  Rose as seen  from  the physical and em otional 

perspective of B uddy. N either Rose, n o r the rest of the fam ily (w ith  the 

possible exception of Doll) seem  to be aw are  of the emotions B uddy  

develops tow ards Rose, w hich  only increases the sense of voyeurism  

prom oted  by the film. The film 's m ain  n arra to r is indeed B uddy. B u t the 

story  is Rose's story: a  y o u n g  w om an, a lm ost pushed  into p rostitu tion , 

w ho  is saved by  the H illyers w hen  inv ited  to  w ork  at their house. She is
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nearly  a  nym phom aniac, so h e r  sexual activity an d  the  pun ishm ents she 

endures for it, are a t the cen ter of the  plot. The second scene introduces 

Rose's first love object — M r. H illyer (played by R obert D uval).

In  the scene Rose is in troduced  to the family by  M rs. H illyer, w ho 

tells her stories about each one  of h e r three children. In  the m idd le  of the 

conversation Mr. H illyer w alks in  to the house (see append ix  #1). We 

h ear h im  in  voice over (placed alongside Rose's im age, sh o t #1) and  then 

see h im  briefly. The cam era cuts back to Rose, a m elodic flu te  tune fades 

in, an d  a cam era zoom s-in to  close on  Rose's face, as h e r gaze scans Mr. 

H illyer's body  (off fram e, a n d  to the right) and her m o u th  gapes in  

p leasan t surprise (shot #3). T hroughou t the shot w e  h ear M r. H illyer 

exclaim  (#4): "well, well, w ell, so m iss Rosebud has arrived ." The cam era 

cuts back to Mr. H illyer (#5-6) w ho continues: "Rosebud, I sw ear to god 

y o u  are as graceful as a capital le tter S. You will g ive a  g low  a n d  a shine 

to these o ld  walls." The cam era cuts to Rose as she b lushes a n d  smiles.

Mr. H illyer sits dow n and  continues (#11):

N ow . It is my dear w ife 's belief, w hich I accept a lth o u g h  I do  not 

totally grasp it, that to h ire  a person  to do househo ld  w ork  is a . . .  is 

a  crim inal practice. Y ou are therefore here as a friend, as a guest, 

and  indeed as a m em ber of this family. In love a n d  harm ony, 

Rosebud, in love an d  harm ony.

Rose's eyes fill w ith tears (#12,14), and  M r. Hillyer continues to talk about 

Rose's p ast alluding to an  a ttem p t to d raw  Rose in to  p rostitu tion  in  

B irm ingham , bu t assuring h e r th a t she is now  in a safe haven. The 

sequence is edited by  cutting  back  and  fo rth  betw een Rose a n d  M r. H illyer
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(both in  m edium  d o se-up  shots). O nly once does the cam era cuts to show  

B uddy (#16), w hen  the scoundrels in  Alabam a are m entioned. M other is 

no t seen a t all, except for the in troducto ry  w ide angle sho t (#5), in  w hich 

she is seated w ith  h e r back to the camera.

N ot so apparent, b u t very  interestingly, all of the shots of Rose are 

shot from  the physical v iew  p o in t n o t of the sitting Mr. H illyer, b u t  from  

that of the standing Buddy. G iven  tha t the film is set up  as a  com ing of 

age dram a, and the voice over o f the ad u lt Buddy already d e d a re d  tha t 

Rose w as the first person  he fell in  love with, w e know  that w e  physically 

see Rose as Buddy sees her: tha t is, th rough  the eyes of an  in ternal 

focalizer w ho experiences the events. Cognitively, m entally, a n d  

em otionally we are p laced in  B uddy 's shoes, as the physical (traditional) 

po in t of view  shot represents. B ut I w ould  like to d a im  that the shot 

w here the camera zoom s in  on  Rose (#3) also functions quite differently, 

and  a t a different level of narration .

The camera, or actually the lens' zoom m ovem ent, is a  change of 

the focal length of the lens, thus w iden ing  or narrow ing the v iew  seen, 

literally changing w hat the fram e encom passes spatially w ithou t editing.

It is a  cam era activity that like others (track, crane, pan, an d  tilt) d raw s 

atten tion  to the technical aspects of filmmaking, that is, to the  constructed 

nature  of the film. It is usually  u sed  in  accordance w ith  a m ovem ent in  

the fram e, so that the ab ru p t a n d  m echanical change of fram e size is n o t so 

apparent. But in  the case of the sho t described above there is no  

m ovem ent in  the fram e, so the cam era m ovem ent calls a tten tion  to a 

(heavy handed) storytelling technique. As a result, aside from  the in ternal
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focalizer's (character) narration, there is a lso  a  presence of an  im plied 

author. This external narra to r is using  the  cinem atic indirect discourse 

technique, as identified  by Jeffrey R ush  a n d  m entioned  in  the first chap ter 

of this d issertation .97 R ush  claims tha t physical po in t of view  shots can b e  

equated  w ith  d irec t discourse, o r the quo ta tion  m arks used  in  literary 

fiction. In  those instances, the narra to r seem s to d isappear as the 

character speaks her o w n  w ords. In  ind irec t discourse the narra to r 

com m ents o n  the thoughts of the character, ra ther than  im itating them.

In  ind irect discourse, there is a  tag, a n  a ttribu tion  of thoughts to a 

character, b u t the narrator is responsib le  for sum m arizing those 

thoughts. T hat sum m ary breaks d o w n  the boundary  line of 

quo tation  m arks, and  brings the n a rra to r and  character closer 

together. Both are  represented in  th e  text.98 

The zoom  m ovem ent seem s to suggest th a t a n  external narrator is 

describing Rose's response as if in  th ird  p erson . A  verbal descrip tion of 

the sho t w ill so u n d  m ore or less like this: "Rose looked a t Mr. H illyer a n d  

though t to herself how  handsom e he  w as." In  such  a  structure Rose 

becom es an  object in  the narrator's d iscourse. But the zoom m ovem ent in  

this sho t does n o t function alone; it is accom panied  by rom antic extra- 

diegetic m usic, an d  by  Rose's overt gaze w h ich  objectifies Mr. Hillyer.

A nd  if she is a n  object of the extra n a rra to r 's  discourse (by zoom  and  

m usic), she is also a subject capable of objectifying an d  desiring Mr.

97 Jeffrey S. Rush, "Lyric Oneness: The Free Syntactical Indirect and the Boundary 
Between Narrative and Narration," in Wide Angle Vol.8 No. 3&4,1986.

98 Ibid. p. 29.
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H illyer. I w ould therefore like to  d a im  that this sho t can  stand  as 

representing Rose's m en ta l/em o tio n a l point of view, as she falls in  love 

w ith  Mr. Hillyer. W hile w e  d o  n o t see things from  R ose's view  point, the 

m usic and her gaze indicate th a t she is a focalize r of sorts. M oreover, the 

zoom  shot is edited  betw een  tw o shots of Mr. Hillyer. T ha t is, an  

application of the p o in t/g lan ce , p o in t/  object, p o in t/g lan ce  structure  of 

po in t of view will show  th a t the reverse happens, b u t is nearly  as effective. 

W hat w e have here is a p o in t/  object (Mr. Hillyer) follow ed by  a  m utation 

of po in t/g lance  sho t (rather th an  Rose's physical view  p o in t w e see her 

gazing u p  and dow n  the object), an d  a return  to p o in t/ object, m aking sure 

the audience know s w hat Rose w as looking at. The reason  that this 

m u ta tion  of the po in t of v iew  structu re  is so effective is th a t this trajectory 

is sim ilar to the trajectory of the baby 's look at his m o ther's  gaze and  

attention. As show n earlier, the cognitive understanding  of the m other's 

focal attention precedes the  understand ing  of po in t of v iew  structure. 

Repeating that experience sh o u ld  therefore be as easily understood  as 

p lacing the view er in  the physical view -point of a  character. This leads to 

the condusion  that the sequence can be understood bo th  as focalized 

th rough  Rose and  as focalized th rough  Buddy.

In  addition, I w ou ld  like to suggest that there are three levels of 

narra tion  at work: the im plied  au th o r and  Buddy bo th  see Rose as an  

object, b u t Rose asserts h er subjectivity through focalizing  her o w n  part of 

the story. She is no t allow ed to  narra te  it, as it is p resen ted  th rough  

ind irect discourse, b u t her em otional po in t of view  is asserted  despite  the 

double narration (of B uddy a n d  the im phed  author). B ranigan  says:
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In  general, several levels of n a rra tion  w ill be  operating 

sim ultaneously w ith  varying degrees of explicitness and  

com putability; that is, the spectator m ay describe the text in  several 

different ways, all of w hich m ay be accurate, each w ith in  a 

particu lar context and  for a  particu lar p u rp o se ."

W hile Branigan welcomes sim ultaneous narrations here, his m odel is 

hierarchical in  nature, and if w e follow the m odel and  ask "how  do w e 

know  w hat?" w e should arrive a t a  clear d istinction of levels of narration , 

o r  of the shifting subject/object relations betw een different levels of 

narration. But the scene described in  Rambling Rose cannot be p resen ted  in  

such  a hierarchy. While Rose's focalization is definitely an  object to the 

(higher level) narration of the im plied au thor, it exhibits no such relations 

of pow er to B uddy 's narration. Rose's a n d  B uddy 's focalizations exist on  

the sam e epistem ic level of the film, because they bo th  are understood  by  

a  sim ilar application of natural po in t of v iew  procedures. B uddy 's 

narra tion  and  the im plied au thor's are sim ilarly p laced on the sam e plane. 

The im plied  author never sanctions or subordinates Buddy's perspective 

to her own. I t will do so later in  the film, w hen  the content will be such  

tha t B uddy 's initiation into p roper "m anhood" requires he does no t kn o w  

w h a t is happening, and  I shall re tu rn  to th a t later. But in the m eantim e, 

w e m ay say that Buddy and the im plied  au tho r are busy telling two 

different stories.

99 Edward Branigan, op. dt. P.96.
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Some m ay claim  th a t because Rose is only a  focalizer an d  B uddy is 

b o th  a focalizer a n d  a  n a rra to r, h is status o n  the h ierarchical epistem ic 

totem  pole is higher. I t  is  im p o rtan t here to u n d e rs tan d  th a t the film 

underplays the construction  of B uddy 's po in t of v iew . W hile a  floor p lan  

of the room  reveals th a t R ose's im ages are sho t from  B uddy 's  perspective, 

the film does no t p ro v id e  a  p o in t/  glance sh o t (i.e., B u d d y 's  look) before or 

after Rose's, so it  is h a rd  to  reg ister the shot as B u d d y 's  u p o n  first 

viewing. The cutting  b ack  a n d  fo rth  betw een Rose a n d  M r. H illyer 

narrow s the focal a tten tio n  to the two of them . M oreover, as I  have show n 

in  the second chapter, w e  use  m ental m aps to g rasp  large  scale 

environm ents. G iven th a t B uddy  is in  the d ark  back g ro u n d  from  the 

beginning of the scene, a n d  h is placem ent w ith  regard s to his father is 

som ew hat obscure — a t one p o in t w e even have a ju m p  cut, in  which 

B uddy m oves from  be in g  left of h is dad in  sho t 5c to being  righ t of h im  in  

sho t 6 — we align the space  according to the one g rid  w e have, nam ely 

Rose and Mr. H illyer. A s Tversky has show n, such  alignm ents tend to 

d isto rt the space, sim plify ing  com plex spatial relations (such as "w est - 

n o rth  west") to sim ple ones, (such as just "no rth").100 A  spatia l perception 

of the scene then  will b e  b ased  on  short term  m em ory  (in w h ich  only Rose 

an d  Mr. H illyer are  p resen t), a n d  a  cognitive correction of am biguous 

previous inform ation. T h u s w hile  it is d e a r  the zoom  m ovem ent is no t 

presented from  M r. H illy e r 's  perspective, based  o n  low -level perception it 

seem s m uch m ore like th e  external narrator's sta tem en t th an  B uddy's. But

100 B. Tversky "Distortions in  Memory of Maps," Cognitive Psychology. 1981:13, pp. 407- 
433.
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w e have to p -d o w n  operations a t w o rk  as w ell; those in  w hich  w e  already  

know  B uddy is th e  m ain  narrator (and m a in  subject) of the film .

Therefore I w o u ld  m ain ta in  that in  this scene the com plex a n d  m ultip le  

m odes of narra tions exist side b y  side, o n  the  sam e epistem ic plane.

N ow , the  w hole  discussion of sub jectiv ity / objectivity m ay  seem  

like an insignificant detail to analyze, b u t  I  w o u ld  like to assert th a t it  is 

sym ptom atic of the  film 's portrayal of Rose. In  fem inist term inology she 

functions in  the film  as an  object of desire  w ho  struggles to ga in  

subjectivity (tha t is sovereignty a n d  independence). A nd indeed , the 

film 's p lo t evolves a ro u n d  that issue: Rose is den ied  the righ t to m ake 

decisions for herself, she is a t the m ercy of pa triarchy  (sym bolized by  the 

father and  the doctor) w ho  p lan  to perfo rm  a  hysterectom y on  h e r as a 

solution to h e r  sexually  uncontrollable na tu re . She is unable to save 

herself, b u t is sav ed  by  the good w ill of M rs. H illyer (the highly  educa ted  

early version of a  fem inist, who is nearly  asexual in  the film , and  is totally 

unaw are of the advances Rose m ade to w ard s h e r ow n husband). The film  

— w hich m ay or m ay  n o t have been  in ten d ed  as a  fem inist film -  struggles 

w ith  issues of fem ale subjectivity and  sexuality  b o th  at the level o f the 

plot, and  a t the  very  basic  visual structure.

The nex t scene w hich  I w ould  like to analyze is the one in  w hich  

Rose is try ing  to seduce Mr. Hillyer, and  fails (see appendix  #2). The 

scene is to ld  in  its en tirety  from  B uddy 's physical an d  psychological po in t 

of view. M other has left after d inner to g ive a  lecture in  tow n (shots #1, 3) 

and  Dad is read ing  the p ap er in  the lounge (shot# 5), w hile Rose is pu ttin g  

aw ay dishes in  the  sam e room. B uddy a n d  Doll, w ho have already
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figured  out Rose is in  love w ith  their D ad, ru sh  to  the  slightly  open door 

of the living room  to w atch  (shot #4). A side from  a  few  close-ups, m ost of 

the shots of Rose a n d  D ad  are  fram ed th rough  the  d o o r (#5 ,7 ,10 ,12 ,18 , 

20 ,22 ,25 ,27 ,31 ,33). In  fact, w hen  the action m oves to the couch (shot 20), 

an d  Buddy is ad justing  his position  as an  observer, there is a (physically 

impossible) p a n  of the door, as if it  was a  slid ing  door, an d  the crack could 

be m oved along an  horizon tal axis. The scene then, like the few  others 

w hich  Buddy is no t partic ipa ting  in, is to ld  from  B uddy 's  voyeuristic 

perspective. By cu tting  back  and  forth betw een  B u d d y 's  gaze, and the 

view  as seen th rough  the  partially  open door, the film  em phasizes B uddy 

as bo th  the focalizer a n d  the narrator.

A t the beginn ing  of the scene Doll is stand ing  in  front of Buddy, 

and  as she is a  head  shorter, she is not blocking his v iew  (see shot 8, for 

instance). Doll is the one w ho predicts that Rose is abou t to kiss Dad, b u t 

as soon as Rose jum ps in to  D ad 's  lap, begging h im  to kiss her, Buddy 

pushes Doll ou t of sigh t (shot 11), where she rem ains un til after the sexual 

action is over (shot 26). B uddy then  proceeds to g ive Doll a verbal 

account of w hat is h appen ing  ("they are kissing"), b u t refuses to let her 

back  into sight un til Rose has covered herself up. N o w  as far as 

B ranigan's m odel goes, D oll has as m uch epistem ic inform ation as Buddy 

o r the audience. But surely , i t  is clear tha t there is a  difference betw een 

seeing som ething a n d  receiving a (veridical) verbal account of it in real 

tim e. The audience an d  B uddy are privileged by  the  film  to som ething 

Doll is no t -  a  v iew  of the father m aking o u t w ith  Rose. N ot only is Doll 

den ied  the voyeuristic v iew  herself, she has to rely  on  her brother's
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account. W hile epistemically she has all the inform ation, sh e  is den ied  the 

look, and  is therefore judged  to  be in  a  position of (at least namratorial) 

disadvantage. T hat is, denying  D oll h e r ow n low-level v is u a l  perception, 

and  providing h e r w ith a  second-hand  verbal account is c o n s id e re d  by  all 

(Buddy, Doll a n d  the audience) to be  placing her in  a  p o s it io n  of 

disadvantage. But if the d isadvan tage  is not epistemic, w e nered a n  

explanation of w hy  it is a  d isadvantageous position. I  w o u ld  claim  that 

the reason is twofold: on the one h a n d  wre prioritize low-leveL visual 

inform ation as being  of a m ore verid ical nature than  that of v e rb a l  one. 

T hat is, w e tru s t w hat w e see m ore than  w hat w e hear, w h ich  as I have 

show n before has to do w ith  the cognitive processing of v e rb a l  an d  visual 

signs. The second reason for D oll's d isadvantage has to do  w i th  the 

structural denial of her look. L ooking a t other people (especially  in  

psychoanalytic thinking) places the looker a t a position  of p o w e r  in  w hich 

the gaze objectifies the people being  looked at. Looking is a n  a c tiv e  scan 

of the visual field  in  search for m eaningfu l information. H earting, as 

m entioned in  the second chapter, is a  m uch more passive sensse, w hich  is 

"on" all the tim e. W hen D oll is den ied  the view of the room  slhe is denied 

the chance to act as a subject in  the  narrative.

The reason  w hy Doll is n o t a llow ed  to see the events hats no th ing  to 

do w ith narra tive  structure, b u t is ideological, or patriarchal i n  nature.

Doll should no t see Rose's sexual behaviour as a role m odel fo»r h e r  own. 

She should no t be  exposed to su ch  m essages. Interestingly, th «  film  

allows Doll to know  w hat is h ap p en in g  b u t not to see it; the f i lm  th en  

categorizes vision as dangerous/ corrup ting  while high-level (jrational?)
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cognitive k now ledge is not. Buddy, on  the o ther hand , has to see the 

scene since it  is a  ve ry  good  initiation to patriarchy. H is father hand les the 

situation  well, n early  succum bs b u t does not, an d  in  the en d  chooses h is 

fam ily over an  affair w ith  Rose. N o t only does B uddy learn  in  this scene 

tha t w om en tend  to be  hysterical and  irrational, he also learns th a t h is  role 

as a m an is to h ave  control over himself, and  to s tand  against such  

behaviour. O verall, the  scene asserts the role of the Father, as the one w ho 

keeps the fam ily together, as the law -m aker. A nd  indeed , in the last sho t 

(#37), the im pressed  B uddy  repeats his father's line " . .  .and  the Persians 

shall not come," as if he  is m em orizing it  for fu ture use.

W hile the scene sta rts w ith  both  Rose a n d  Father as objects to the 

k ids ' (and the audience 's) gaze, it ends w ith  Rose and  D oll being b o th  

den ied  filmic subjectivity, w hile B uddy 's (and th rough  h im  the 

audience's) and  D a d 's  subjectivities are reasserted. B uddy  is bo th  

focalizer and  narra to r, so his subjectivity is granted. D ad  regains his 

subjectivity (in the eyes of B uddy and the  audience) w h en  he gets a  h o ld  

of himself, pulls aw ay  from  Rose, and  rationally  points to her th a t she 

cou ldn 't love him , as she said  she loved Mrs. Hillyer. H e then  proceeds to 

forgive Rose, com fort her, w arn  her, and  in  short, re-assert his position  of 

m oral and  physical superiority . Rose is the object of desire  for B uddy 's  

gaze, as she is never allow ed her ow n perspective, and  a fter the initial 

"attack" on D ad, she becom es very  passive. Rose is also po rtrayed  in  the 

scene as w eak (sobbing), carnal, irrational and  hysterical. She is childish, 

an d  by all accounts does n o t behave like a m ature person. All of those 

characteristics have  b een  u sed  in  cinem a as stereotypes w hich justify w hy
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w om en should  no t be seen  as subjects, b u t  as objects, o r a t best, helpless 

children.

To m ake things w orse, as soon  as Doll is allow ed back in  to  view  

(shot #26), D ad  starts w ith  a  speech  saying: "Now a m an is su p p o sed  to 

be a  fool like this, b u t  a  w o m an  is supposed  to have som e control and  

sense. W hat is the m atter w ith  you?" This verbal statem ent contradicts 

the stereotypes cinem a has b e e n  p rom oting  all along, including in  this 

film: w om en are no t really su p p o sed  to have com m on sense, on ly  Doll 

needs to think tha t they do. M oreover, in  the social environm ent of the 

1930s, a m an m ay have been  a llow ed  to follow his carnal desires, b u t a 

w om an  should  have been  m o d es t a n d  contained them, or p re ten d  she 

does not have those desires. T he film  then  sets a complex w eb of 

contradicting m essages for B uddy  a n d  the audience. The visual track tells 

a story  of overt female sexuality  an d  lack of self-control, while the  audio 

track asserts a norm  that is clearly  n o t m et here. That is, w hat to the 

audience functions as a comical reference (we know  tha t m en really  have 

the comm on sense -  w e have ju s t seen that they do, an d  hearing th a t they 

d o n 't  will no t change ou r m in d  —), functions to Doll as a  educational 

lesson: she is no t exposed to the  sexual m aterial at first sight, b u t the 

verbal message is to repress h e r desires. A nd  as evidenced from  h e r last 

line (shot 36), she thinks of her d a d  highly after the w hole ordeal- Doll, as 

I have show n before, is therefore den ied  subjectivity by  being p laced  a t 

the bottom  of the epistem ic to tem  pole. She knows less than  the 

participants in  the scene, less th a n  B uddy, and  even less than  the 

audience. W hile she know s the facts, she does not know  them  a t  first
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hand , and  that helps in  denying  her subjectivity. H er perspective is bo th  

negated and  subord ina ted  to tha t of B uddy's (or of Patriarchy).

I am  again  focusing on the issue of subjectivity/objectivity because 

I think that this k ind  of cognitive reading allows for a  new  explanation of 

its functioning. Fem inist criticism  often focuses o n  the stereotypes of 

wom en, and  how  those stereotypes deny them  subjectivity. In addition, it 

focuses on  the fem inine gaze an d  its threat to the m ain  character and  

through h im  to the audience. But here w e see tha t stereotypes and  

returned  gaze are only p a r t  of the issue. B ranigan's narratorial m odel 

show s that the narra to r o f any level of the text alw ays has a subject/object 

relations to w ha t is be ing  told.101 A subject of one level m ay become the 

object of another level of narration. For instance, w hen  Clarice (The Silence 

o f the Lambs) is recognizing the m oth, she is the subject/narrator, bu t 

shortly after, the cam era cuts to a shot from  behind  the serial killer, and  in  

the foreground on  the stove w e see a gun. This sho t is narrated  from  the 

im plied au thor's perspective, and  in it Clarice is an  object of the narration. 

For Branigan, focalization is a  deep (within the narrative) form  of 

narration, since it accounts for experiencing. But as I have show n earlier, 

Branigan does no t d istingu ish  betw een visual an d  verbal focalization. A 

cognitive extension of B ranigan 's m odel will account for that. Visual 

focalization (particularly, b u t not only through po in t of view) grants the 

focalizer subjectivity. In  the case of Doll and  Rose this subjectivity is 

usually denied by h igher levels of narration, b u t in  the case of Buddy o r

101 Edward Branigan, op. cit. "Disparities of Knowledge" pp. 66-72.

188

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



his father it is su p p o rted  by those h ig h er levels. Female subjectiv ity  (and  

thus pow er a n d  control over w om en 's o w n  lives) is restricted  h e re  

structurally, a n d  n o t ju st ideologically. Conversely, a film like The Silence 

o f the Lambs g ran ts  subjectivity to its m a in  fem ale character ju s t by  

allowing her to  focalize, and  a t tim es n a rra te  the film. T hat is, the  film  is 

n o t necessarily a  fem inist film, and  y e t the fem ale character has certa in  

pow er an d  contro l over her life an d  actions, w hich  is g ran ted  m ostly  

structurally. A n d  w hile g ran ting  subjectivity does not m ean  the  fem ale 

character canno t be a t the sam e tim e objectified by  a patriarchal gaze , it 

m akes the issue of pow er struggle m u ch  m ore complex.

In  com parison, B uddy 's subjectivity is gran ted  from  the ve ry  

beginning of th e  film , w hen  he is asserted  as the m ain focalizer a n d  

narra tor of the film . B uddy is nearly  a lw ays present, listening an d  spy ing  

on  other characters w hen  he is no t p a r t  o f the events taking place. O nly  

twice is B uddy n o t p resen t a t all, an d  a n  im plied  narrator takes ov e r the 

narration. In  b o th  cases the paren ts are  hav ing  argum ents abou t R ose's 

future, an d  in  b o th  cases D ad concedes tha t he  w as wrong. The firs t scene 

takes place in  the  paren ts ' bedroom  la te  a t n igh t and  ends u p  w ith  a  

sexual innuendo . The narrative logic a llow s then  for B uddy to be  m issing, 

a lthough he has eavesdropped  on  the p a ren ts  arguing abou t Rose earlier 

in  the film. B ut the second case is m u ch  m ore interesting. Rose is in  

hospital w ith  a n  ovarian  cyst. In  the f irs t hospitalization, w hen  Rose wras 

in  life danger w ith  an  extrem e case of pneum onia , B uddy w as p resen t 

w hen  the p aren ts  w ere talking to the doctor. This time he is together w ith  

his siblings outside. The doctor's m uffled  voice is heard  in  the hallw ay ,
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an d  Buddy is even p u ttin g  h is ear to the door, b u t  once th e  scene m oves 

inside the doctor's office, w e  d o  n o t see B uddy lis ten ing  again . The doctor 

is suggesting tha t w hile th e y  opera te  on Rose's cyst, they  m ig h t as w ell 

perform  a hysterectom y th a t w ill cure Rose o f h e r  oversexed  drive. D ad is 

in  agreem ent w ith  the doc to r, b u t m om  explodes in to  a  speech  about 

R ose's rights as a  person , a n d  eventually D ad is convinced  th a t he is 

w rong. W hile the couple leaves the doctor's office as u n ite d  as ever, 

B uddy is den ied  the k now ledge  of w hat w as said  inside. O r, if he has 

h eard  it, he has no t n a rra te d  i t  for us. The reason  h e re  canno t be 

structural (as the cam era cou ld  have show n B uddy  lis ten ing  outside), b u t 

is ideological. B uddy 's in itia tion  in to  patriarchy sh o u ld  n o t go as far as 

teaching him  that it is w ith in  the pow er of m en  to take aw ay  w om an's 

sexuality, a n d  to treat h e r  as a  child  or an  anim al fo r w h ich  adu lts m ake 

crucial decisions. In  add ition , the near hysterectom y scene is the only 

scene w here m other p u ts  d o w n  her foot firmly, a n d  w ins. N o t only is the 

g rea t patriarch w rong, b u t  h e  is w illing to adm it it, a n d  even  to confront 

the doctor. B uddy 's no tions of patriarchy are of his fa ther controlling his 

desire for Rose, no t abusing  h is pow er over her. T he film , ra ther than  deal 

w ith  complex and  con trad icting  ideological positions, refrains from  it 

altogether by rem oving B u d d y  from  any position  o f focalization or 

narration, in  this case ad d ress in g  the audience directly. It is the only case 

in  w hich  the audience is in  a n  epistem ic position  of advan tage  over 

B uddy, and thus he becom es the object while the aud ience  is the ultim ate 

subject. I w ould  claim  th a t the  reason  why the film  objectifies B uddy here 

has to do w ith the desire (o n  the side of the film m akers) th a t the film is
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read  as a fem inist text. I  shall re tu rn  to the issue of w hether Ra7nbling Rose 

is a fem inist film , o r u n d e r which conditions it could  be read  as such, in  

the fourth  chapter. I  hope  though tha t so fa r I have show n that a  cognitive 

reading of scenes from  a  film  like Rambling Rose can  shed  ligh t o n  fem inist 

issues that so far have been  described only in  ideological or 

psychoanalytic term s. I believe that this cognitive reading (as an  

extension of B ranigan 's structuralist m odel of subjectivity) is m ore 

concrete and  g ro u n d ed  th an  the psychoanalytic readings p roposed  so far.

Sum m ary

In this chap ter I have show n the lim itations of a semiotic approach  

to film studies, especially  w hen it comes to deal w ith  visual inform ation. 

This semiotic analysis treats the cinematic s ign  as p a rt of a  language 

system, and  tries to articulate the cinem atic experience in linguistic term s. 

In  particular, I c laim ed th a t the photographic  sign  is no t a good candidate 

for a semiotic analysis tha t is based on  a signifier, a  signified an d  a 

convention. The pho tograph ic  sign is no t conventionalized in  abstract 

and  arbitrary w ays, an d  the difficulty in  articu lating  i t  in  such term s led  

theorists to com plex ideological assum ptions ab o u t its functioning. I then  

show ed w hy a cognitive, and  particularly an  ecological, approach can 

provide valuable alternatives to the sem iotic m odel. Using research from  

cognitive psychology, one can sim plify cum bersom e structural 

narratological m odels, an d  account for the specificity of the source of 

cinematic in form ation  (visual or verbal). A  cognitive account can treat 

verbal inform ation as coded, and  visual inform ation  in  its ow n specific
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processing m anner, w h ich  is n a tu ra l rather than  conventional. U sing the 

issues of narra tion  an d  p o in t o f  view , I followed B ranigan, C urrie, an d  

others in  outlining possible alternatives to existing s tru c tu ra l m odels of 

narration. In  particular, I su g g ested  to extend B ranigan 's m odel to include 

sense specific inform ation su d h  th a t the m odel can account fo r the 

different cognitive processes ait w ork. To illustrate m y ap p ro ach  I used  

examples from  The Silence o f  the Lambs and  Rambling Rose. W hile this is a 

prelim inary an d  lim ited a tte m p t to show  the value of a  cognitive 

approach to film  narration , I believe I show ed the project is w orthw hile  

undertaking in  greater dep th . I w ou ld  like now  to tu rn  to sketching some 

prelim inary thoughts on  the  v a lu e  of research from  cognitive science to 

the activity of the construction  of the fabula, and  sp ecifica lly  to the 

practices of gap  filling a n d  in terpretation .
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Chapter 4

The Act o f Perceiving a Film: Interpretation and Gap Filling Practices 

Introduction

Li the  second chapter of th is d issertation  I d iscussed  the flow of 

audiovisual inform ation, and  h o w  i t  is being cognitively perceived an d  

processed by  the film  view er. In  the  th ird  chap ter I discussed narrative 

tactics, like parallel o r po in t of v iew  editing, a n d  h o w  these tactics 

construct the flow  of diegetic in fo rm ation  from  the film 's beginning to its 

end. A nd w hile in  b o th  chapters I ta lked  about the  effects of perception 

a n d  cognition of filmic inform ation  on  the construction  of the narrative, I 

have  yet to look a t the  activity of the  film  perceiver d u rin g  the viewing 

experience, an d  how  that activity lends itself to  the construction of the 

narrative. In  his book  The End R ichard  N eupert w rites:

The spectator requires b o th  percep tual skills an d  in terpretational 

strategies, bo th  of w hich  d ep en d  upon  m em ory  an d  hypothesis- 

m aking. In  this way, the read in g  activities, includ ing  perception, 

sign identification, hypothesis-m aking, an d  filling in  narrative gaps 

in  o rder to guess w h a t com es next, all becom e crucial for any s tu d y  

of how  spectators in te rp re t a  film 's ending .1 

Indeed, like som e o ther film  a n d  lite rary  theorists, N eu p ert is ready to 

concede tha t the in terp reta tion  of the  film  is d ep en d en t up o n  a perceiver 

being  actively engaged w ith  textual inform ation. B u t like m any other

1 Richard Neupert, The End: Narration and Closure in the Cinema. Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 1995, P.28.

193

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



theorists, N eu p ert can  n o t (or does not) locate the exact relationship 

betw een the read ing  activities and  the text. Instead, N eupert claims th a t 

"the spectator m u st proceed  bo th  by expectation and  retrospection in  the 

view ing of any film ."2 By retrospection, N eu p ert m eans the re

organization of syntagm atic  textual inform ation in to  paradigm atic 

patterns tha t are im p o rtan t to the understand ing  of the p lo t (i.e., re

organization of bo ttom -up  information). By expectations, N eupert refers 

to hypotheses abou t w h a t w ill happen  in  the narrative  later. A nd w hile 

N eupert claims th a t b o th  retrospection and  expectation are im portant, he  

refrains from  explicating the process of expectation production. I, too, 

w ill not discuss general hypotheses w ith  regards to the narrative 

trajectory, b u t the w o rk  of this chapter w ill shed  som e light on the 

questions that N eu p ert leaves open.

In this chapter I  will look at how  h igh-order cognitive processes — 

like problem  solving an d  m em ory retrieval — enable the com prehension 

a n d  construction of the  narra tive  as a whole. As an  exam ple of these high- 

o rder cognitive activities I w ill be exam ining g ap  filling practices, as a 

m om ent of in teraction betw een  perceiver and  text, a  locus of contact 

betw een bottom -up percep tion  and  top-dow n operations.

Gaps operate  a t bo th  local and  global levels of the narrative, and  

they can be defined  as areas where the text refrains from  providing the 

perceiver w ith  crucial d ram atic  information. G ap filling involves 

a ttention to sensory in form ation  (and lack of) as w ell as m em ory retrieval,

2 Ibid. P.31.
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com putation, and hypotheses construction and  confirm ation/ cancellation. 

It is therefore a  very usefu l area of atten tion  for a cognitive account of film  

com prehension. My analysis w ill show  that the channel of in form ation  

(i.e., im age or language) has an  effect on  determ ining narra to ria l gaps in  

the first place, and consequently o n  the gap  filling tactics em ployed by  the 

viewer.

But before turning to a cognitive account of gap filling, I need  to 

review  the existing theories w ith  regards to the role of the perceiver in  the 

in terpretive process and  the construction of meaning. These theories are 

grouped , generally, u n d er the large um brella of "reception stud ies" b u t as 

I am  about to show, their focus a n d  ideological intentions are qu ite  varied, 

ranging from  text oriented studies, to historical m aterialist approaches, 

and  to a purely  relativist postm odernist attitude. M oreover, w hile literary 

studies is heavily involved in  all o f these approaches, film stud ies has 

been  m uch less enthusiastic in  exam ining interpretation an d  reception. 

Television an d  Cultural studies, as well as com m unication m odels (m ost 

notably the "Birmingham  school"), have m ostly concentrated o n  the 

historical m aterialist approach, b u t  the other areas have been  significantly 

neglected.

R ead ing  w ith in  the Text

One of the early influential reception studies approaches w as 

developed in  Germany u nder phenom enology and herm eneutics 

influences (see the w ork of R om an Ingarden, Hans-Georg G adam er), and  

has culm inated in  the Constance School group, which included  the
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fam ous theorists H a n s  R obert Jauss, a n d  W olfgang Iser.3 W hile the 

interests of this g ro u p  som ew hat vary, th e  focus is on  reception, m ostly as 

it  is inscribed b y  the text. I shall look h e re  a t the w ork  of In g ard en  an d  

Iser, as they are the f irs t to  postulate m om ents of indeterm inacy, blanks, 

o r gaps. Ingarden, w h o  stu d ied  phenom enology u n d e r H usserl, w as 

interested in  lite ra tu re  as a n  intentional object that becom es a n  aesthetic 

object only w h en  com pleted  by  the reader. Unlike objects in  the  w orld, 

w hich  have a  p a rticu la r set of properties, literary objects are  described  by  

certain  schem ata, b u t  a re  necessarily incom plete descriptions, w hich  

re ta in  a level of indeterm inacy . In  other w ords, different aspects of the 

literary  object are necessarily  n o t p rov ided , b u t  are im agined  a n d  

actualized by  the read er. Ingarden  calls the "m issing" aspects, textual 

places of indeterm inacy, an d  the activity the reader takes in  o rd e r to 

evade that, concretization. This concretization is very im portan t to 

Ingarden, because like  m any  of his contem poraries, his in terest lies m ostly 

in  defining aesthetic value. Ingarden w rites:

The stra tum  o f "aspects" plays a m o st significant role in  the  literary- 

work of art, especially  w ith  regard  to the constitution of aesthetic 

value in  its concretization.4 

For Ingarden, the lite ra ry  w ork  is an  im poverished skeleton  w h ich  is 

fleshed out (and th u s receives its aesthetic value) only once concretized by  

a reader. But g iven th a t Ingarden 's  "places of indeterm inacy" can  apply

3 I am aware that Iser and Jauss emerge out of different traditions (Heidegger vs. 
Husserl), and am not claiming they have the same position. But for the sake o f brevity 
and the needs of this thesis I shall talk about this branch of reception studies as a more or 
less unified group.
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to every th ing  the text does n o t supply — from  descrip tions of objects a n d  

spaces, to characters' objectives and  scenarios — the  task  of the reader is 

nearly  im possible (there are infinite num ber of indeterm inacies). Ingarden  

realizes that

In  v iew  of the m an ifo ld  w ays in  w h ich  th e  aspects are actualized 

an d  concretized by  the reader, the aesthetic  apprehension  of one 

an d  the sam e w o rk  can tu rn  ou t very  differently . Consequently, 

only  som e aesthetic  apprehensions h it u p o n  the  w ork  in  its p roper 

form. Even the aesthetic concretizations w h ich  are faithful to the 

w ork, can differ g reatly  from  one an o th er in  this respect and allow  

very diverse aesthetically  valuable qualities, an d  thereby also 

d iverse aesthetic values, to appear. H ere  aga in  w e come up against 

one of the reasons for the fact that readers -  som etim es even highly 

cu ltivated  and  sensitive critics -  cannot ag ree  in  their evaluations of 

the sam e literary  w o rk  of art.5 

A few  things are strik ing  abou t this statem ent: In g ard en  here  tries to come 

to term s w ith  the fact of vary ing  in terpretations desp ite  his tendency 

tow ards a proper w ay in  w hich  a  text should  be read . T hat is, in  his 

explanation the text is de term inate  as a system  o f struc tu res (schemata), 

bu t in terpretation  varies because of aesthetic concretization. It is also 

interesting to note th a t fo r Ingarden  the read ing  m ay  "h it the work in  its 

p roper form " o r not, th a t is, m eaning (or lack of, th ro u g h  m is-reading) is

4 Roman Ingarden, The Cognition of the Work of Art. trans. By Crowley & Olson, 
Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973. P. 56.
5 Ibid. p. 62.
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still gu ided  and  ultim ately con tro lled  b y  the te x t This a ttitude  is typical 

to  m ost of the scholars of the  "C onstance School."

W olfgang Iser, a  scholar influenced by N ew  Criticism  w hose w ork  

is w ith in  narrative theory, has developed  and  refined Ingarden 's no tion  of 

indeterm inades. Iser w as in te rested  in  further defining the relationship  

betw een  the reader and  the text, a n d  he set ou t to show  th a t m ean ing  d id  

n o t reside solely in  the text, b u t  w as a  resu lt of an  in teraction betw een  text 

an d  reader. Furtherm ore, the  reader, w ho completes gaps (places of 

indeterm incaies), becom es a p a r t id p a n t in  the process of the p roduction  of 

m eaning. Iser writes:

Com m unication in  literature, then, is a process se t in  m otion  and  

regulated n o t by a g iven  code b u t by  a m utually  restrictive an d  

m agnifying interaction be tw een  the exp lid t and  the im p lid t, 

betw een revelation and  concealm ent. W hat is concealed spu rs the 

reader into action, b u t this action is also controlled b y  w h a t is 

revealed; the exp lid t in  its tu rn  is transform ed w hen  the im p lid t 

has been brought to light.

[ . . .]  The gaps function as a  k in d  of p ivot on  w hich the w hole text- 

reader relationship revolves.6 

W hile Iser w orks on  elaborating this m u tua l relationship, it is im portan t to 

no te  tha t this relationship b e tw een  reader and text re-asserts traditional 

hierarchies. For Iser, the text steers the  reader in  a  certain d irection, b u t 

then  invites (even requires) the  read e r to fill in  the gaps it leaves open.

6 Wolfgang Iser, The Act of reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response. Baltimore and 
London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978. p. 169.
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Still, this m odel assum es th a t t h e  reader does n o t  a n d  cannot im pose 

m eaning, or interpolate m eaniing  in  ways the text does n o t encourage or 

allow . The reader here  is actiw ated  by the text and  u n til then p resum ed  

passive. But historical readers; com e to the read in g  process w ith  d ifferen t 

(often multiple) a ttitudes, expecta tions and  agendas. They m ay in teract 

w ith  the text in  w ays s ig n ifican t to the production  of m eaning a lready 

before encountering the  first g a p -  Iser is in terested  in  a n  ideal or 

theoretical reader, b u t in  o rd er- to  deal w ith  the  extratextual context he 

comes up  w ith the no tio n  of m e a n in g  and  significance. M eaning 

originates in  the text a n d  is prcoduced by the reader w hile interacting w ith  

the text, while significance is a  stage "w hich represen ts the active tak ing  

over of the m eaning by  the  reacder."7 This m odel opens u p  the room  for 

identical m eaning productions^  a n d  diverse significances, thus supposed ly  

resolving the problem  of m u ltip le  and contradictory reading  practices.

B ut Iser's tendency to c o n s tru c t a universal im plied  read er deters h im  

from  discussing ideological o r o th e r  biases tha t affect the reader d u rin g  

the read ing  process.

Even m ost of the critics w h o  are less "text orien ted" and m ore 

in terested  in  the reader's  p sy d u e  an d  activity, refra in  from  relieving the 

text from  all the b u rd en  o n  m eajning and in terpretation . U m berto Eco 

w rites "every text, how ever o p e n  it is, is constituted, no t as the place of all

7 Dagmar Bamouw, "Review of The Ac=t o f Reading and The Implied Reader by Wolfgang 
Iser," Modem Languages Notes 94 ( D e c e m b e r  1979): 1209.
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possibilities, b u t  ra th e r as the field of o rien ted  possibilities."8 A n d  

M ichael Riffaterre w rites that

The read er is the only one w ho  m akes the  connection be tw een  text, 

in te rp retan t, an d  intertext, the  one in  w hose m ind  the sem iotic 

transfer from  s ign  to sign takes place.9 

B ut a t  the  sam e tim e

F ar from  freeing the im agination, fa r from  giving the reader g rea ter 

leew ay as it invites him  to greater partic ipation , reading is actually 

restrictive . . .  [The reader is] u n d e r stric t gu idance and control as 

he  fills the  gaps and  solves the puzzle .10

This d iscussion  of the location of m ean ing  in  the literary discourse is 

im p o rtan t because it echoes the transition  from  a fo rm alis t/s truc tu ra lis t/ 

linguistic app roach  in  literary stud ies of the early  p a rt of the century , to 

respectively speech act, discourse analysis, deconstruction  and post

structuralism . The earlier lingu istic /form alist app roach  treated the 

linguistic sign  as stable, a  signifier w hich  is a  p resen ta tion  of a signified, 

an  id ea  o r m eaning. The m eaning of the lite rary  (or cinematic) w ork  of art 

w as assum ed  to be located in the sign system  used , an d  as long as one was 

capable o f decoding  the  sign system s (the sem iotic project), one w o u ld  

u ltim ately  arrive a t the m eaning of the text. B ut A ustin 's  m odel of speech 

act theory  offered a  different parad igm  for com m unication. This m odel is

8 Umberto Eco, The Role of the Reader: Explorations in the Semiotics of Texts. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1979, p.79.
9 Michael Riffaterre, Semiotics of Poetry. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978, 
p.164.

10 Ibid. P. 165.
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based  on  an  utterance, a  perform ance o f speech com m unication, w hich 

entails three d ifferent aspects:

1. The locutionaiy a c t  the  act of com m unicating in form ation  in  the 

norm al sense of speaking . It consists of the phonetic (u ttering  certain 

noises), the phatic  (u ttering  w ords), and  the rhetic (doing  so w ith  "a 

certain  m ore or less defin ite 'sense ' and  a  m ore or less definite 

'reference'").11

2. The illocutionary act: the  act of force of the utterance, like asking a 

question, ordering or instructing . Illocutionary acts alw ays conform  to 

convention, and  ra th e r th an  a lexical convention, it is a  social one.

3. The perlocutionary act: p roducing  "certain consequential effects upon 

the feelings, thoughts, o r  actions of the audience, or of the speaker, or 

of o ther persons."12 T he consequences or effects of actually  speaking 

cannot be pre-determ ined , an d  therefore perlocutionary acts are not 

conventional.

A ustin  w rites that "(t)he tru th  o r falsity of a statem ent d epends no t merely 

o n  the m eanings of w ords b u t  on  w ha t act you  w ere perfo rm ing  in  w hat 

circum stances."13 The concept of utterance here is defined  as n o t 

functioning in  isolation, b u t  w ith in  a perform ative context of a  discourse. 

This definition is very im p o rtan t to reception theory. W hile truth-value, 

particu larly  in  fictional w o rk  is a  tricky matter, the idea  th a t a n  utterance 

is incom plete w ithout the perform ative (the illocutionary), d raw s

11 J.L. Austin, How To Do Things With words, ed. J.O. Urmson and Marina Sbisa, 
Cambridge: MIT University Press, 1975. PP. 92-3.

12 Ibid. P. 101.

201

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



attention to the (at least im plied) reader. For Iser this is an  opportunity to 

discuss the effect of the illocutionary o n  the hearer (im plied reader) b u t 

also a way to substantiate  the conventional practices of gap  filling. But 

Iser always stays w ith in  the confines of a  hypothetical reader, one that is 

constructed a n d  activated  by the text. O ther theorists, however, find the 

implications of speech act theory to be far reaching, w ell beyond the text.

W hat A ustin  revolutionizes m ost is the  no tion  of communication, 

now  seen as a n  activity based  on  intentions of authors, com m unicated 

through the illocutionary, and  evaluated and  judged  by  the receiver in  the 

perlocutionary context. W hile the m eaning of w ords m ay reside in a 

lexicon, the m eaning of the com m unication act is a  p roduct of the 

interaction betw een  the three levels of speech act. M oreover, the 

illocutionary and  perlocutionary im ply a certain uniqueness or non

repeatability of the u tterance.14 The m odest im plications of Austin's 

m odel can be seen articulated by M ary Louise P ratt. P ra tt concludes that 

literary texts are not "autonom ous, self contained, self m otivating, context 

free objects w hich exists independently  from  the 'p ragm atic ' concerns of 

everyday discourse,"15 b u t rather, like any o ther u tterance, literary works 

only function in  context. It is therefore not enough  to account for an

13 Ibid. P. 145.

14 The unique element in Austin's model of communication was very attractive to 
deconstructionist and post-structuralist, and particularly to Derrida. It is easy to see that 
in an attempt to enlarge the gap between signifier and signified, the performative can 
have an honorable place in Derrida's theories. I shall not examine Derrida's 
argumentation with and derivation from Austin, since it is outside of the scope of this 
work. However, one can look at Derrida's "But, Beyond . . ." Critical inquiry. 13. (1986), 
155-170. See also Robert Scholes "Deconstruction and Communication "Critical inquiry. 
14 (1988), 278-295.
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im p lied  reader, instructed  by  the text, b u t  one need  to tu rn  a tten tion  to  the 

context o f read ing , and  to the functions of literature in  various s o d a l 

contexts. B ut the  locutionaiy and  the  perlocutionary  still po stu la te  an  

agen t w h o  has intentions to achieve results, (preferably a n  action) th rough  

the u tte rance  a n d  the com m unication act. A n d  while i t  is possible to 

im agine the lite rary  character, narra to r, o r  even  the im plied  au th o r 

perfo rm ing  such  agency, o r hav ing  su ch  intentions, it is h a rd  to ascribe 

such  stro n g  in tentionality  to  film. E ven  if one  w ants to discuss the 

im plied  film m aker, and  h is /h e r  in ten tions (as Currie does, see chap ter 

#3), one has to  tackle the fact that film  conveys and perform s a t best a  very 

d iffused  fo rm  of agency; one w hich is com prised  of lights, cam era angles, 

fram ing, cam era m ovem ents, so u n d  record ing  facilities, action, 

choreography , m usic, and  m any m ore  aspects w hich are u sed  by  the 

filmic story tellers. A nd as I  have a lready  show n, these different tracks of 

in fo rm ation  m ay tell different or even  contradicting stories, a tactic w hich  

is regu larly  u sed  in  film narra tion  in  o rder to encourage d ifferent 

hypo theses abou t w hat is going on. In  o ther w ords, w hile A ustin 's  m odel 

is useful, a n d  the idea  of com m unication acts opens up  the door for a n  

active "read ing" o n  the side of the perceiver, it  needs to be  carefully 

app lied  to film, an d  the question of in ten tionality  (especially the one 

based  o n  agency) needs to be add ressed  before any application w ill be 

coherent a n d  valuable.

15 Mary Louise Pratt, Toward a Speech Act Theory of Literary Discourse. Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1977, p. 115.
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Reading in  the Reader

Some reception  stud ies approaches have a d o p te d  a  m uch m ore 

radical in terpretation  to  the  context of reading, a n d  the derivation of 

m eaning while read ing  a  literary  text. O rig inating  from  a  M arxist 

m aterialist fram ew ork, these theories focus o n  the  place of ideology an d  

politics in  the read ing  practice. This approach does n o t try  to  construct an  

ideal o r im plied reader, b u t  to research actual readers, an d  to give an  

account of the variety  o f read ings historically ev id en t for singular texts. 

In itial w ork (particularly  the Birm ingham  school) w as done w ith  easily 

identifiable g roups su ch  as gender, ethnicity, class, race, a n d  sexual 

orientation. The g ro u p  has been  assum ed to be u n ified  a n d  idealized to 

rep resen t alternative or oppositional perspective, b u t  a  complex 

intersection of variable elem ents of identity w as n o t proposed . Indeed, if 

one goes all the w ay  w ith  this historical approach, one m ay  find it very 

h a rd  to come u p  w ith  conclusions that go beyond  ind iv idua l 

interpretation. W hile th is m ay be a valid em pirical goal, it  w ould be 

nevertheless, quite useless theoretically. But recep tion  theory  is not only 

historical and em pirical. I t  also postulates a very  d ifferen t launching 

po in t for literary studies. M ark  Silberm an writes:

Reception theory  specifically displaces the  focus from  the literary 

w ork of a rt to the reader, to the receiver w h o  constitutes the text in  

a historically m ed ia ted  process of reading. [ . . . ]  By defining the 

reader as the source  of m eaning, reception theo ry  reform ulates the 

problem atic rela tionsh ip  betw een past an d  p resen t, an d  betw een 

literary h istory  a n d  extra-literary or p ragm atic  history. In short, it
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opens the d o o r to rew riting literary  history  and  to redefining the  

literary  canon.16 

Indeed, by  focusing o n  the ideological, political, economic, and  

psychological elem ents of the reading  process, reception theory no t only 

changes the  focus for literary studies, b u t  also locates m eaning or a t least 

in terp reta tion17 n o t in  the text, b u t in  the activities of reading. For som e, 

(m ost notably  Stanley Fish and  N orm an  H olland) in terpretation is 

perception. Fish writes:

The sentence is no longer a n  object, a  th ing in  itself, bu t an  event, 

som ething  th a t happens to, and  w ith  the participation of, the reader. 

A nd  it is th is event, this happen ing  — all of it an d  not anyth ing  tha t 

cou ld  be  sa id  about it or any  inform ation  one m ight take aw ay 

from  it  -  th a t is, I w ould argue, the meaning of the sentence.18 

But o thers try to separate  perception (the event of reading) from  

in terpretation  a n d  m eaning. George D illon, for instance identifies a t least 

three levels of reading: perception, com prehension, and  in terpretation .19 

Perception refers to the recognition of w o rd s an d  sentences. In  

com prehension one  places this linguistic chain  into a  frame of reference, a

16 Mark Silberman, "Review of Holub's Reception Theory," N ew  German Critique 33 
(Fall 1984), P. 250.

v  The debate over reading, interpretation, comprehension and meaning, is, as expected 
quite convoluted. I shall not elaborate on that debate since it is a subject for a whole 
other thesis, but will use a few of the positions, as a lead way towards my cognitive 
arguments.

18 Stanely Fish, "Literature in the Reader: Affective Stylistics," in (ed.) Jane Tompkins, 
Reader response Criticism: From Formalism to Post Structuralism. Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1980, p. 72. Emphasis in the original.

19 George L. Dillon, Language Processing and the Reading of Literature: Toward a Model 
of Comprehension Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978.
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literary code, o r a  schem ata of expectation. In terp reta tion  is a  stage in  

w hich  the reader relates h e r  understanding  of w h a t is going on  to the 

(assum ed) narratorial intentions. In  this w ay "in te rp reta tion  governs 

com prehension an d  percep tion  in  that w e tend  to see w h a t w e have 

inferred  the w riter w ants u s to see."20 Incorporating  the structuralist 

m odels in to  a theory that attributes the pow er to the  reader, b u t still uses 

the traditional fo rm al/lingu istic  views to describe perception, this 

approach  m erely shifts the w eigh t tow ards the reader, b u t does not 

p ropose a  new  approach to read ing  altogether. This position  is typical to 

m any reception studies theorists. Janet Staiger, for instance, claim s that 

Thus, a reader in terpreting  any w ork  of lite ra tu re  o r film  will be 

d raw ing  u p o n  in terpretive frames historically available to h im  or 

her, and  these fram es w ill be influential even  in  the act of 

perception o r the process of com prehension a n d  evaluation.21 

Staiger adm its that in  the read ing  process "controlling conventions, linked 

to ideologies, w in o u t over illusionary variety,"22 b u t the potential for 

indefinite num ber of readings is theoretically possible. The reason, 

according to Staiger for w hy m ost readings are quite  uniform  is that 

readers have been socialized an d  ideologically m an ipu la ted  b o th  in  

literary traditions (genres, a n d  dram atic conventions) an d  extra literary 

environm ent (capitalism, patriarchy). A nd w hile there is no doub t that 

ideological biases w ould  affect and  alter the read ing  process, often

20 Ibid. P.xx.

21 Janet Staiger, Interpreting Films: Studies in the Historical Reception of Cinema. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992, P.21.
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p ro v id in g  d ifferen t in te rp reta tion  an d  personal significance, I w o u ld  be  

re lu c ta n t to free th a t process from  the  text. As I have show n in  ch ap te r 3, 

so m e  narra to ria l constructs, su ch  as po in t of v iew  for instance, im itate  a n d  

th u s  trigger biological m echanism s th a t opera te  p rio r to h igh-order 

cognitive (both struc tu ra l an d  ideological) ones. I  w ould like to  suggest 

th a t  som e percep tua l an d  cognitive m echanism s guide ou r in terp retive  

processes an d  lead  them  to be generally  un ifo rm  (for instance, iden tify ing  

w ith  a  m ain character because o f p o in t of v iew  structure tha t is 

estab lished). T his un ifo rm  in te rp reta tion  is th u s n o t ideologically based , 

b u t  textually g u id e d  a nd  encouraged. N ow  the  cognitive aspects of a  

rea d in g  m ay lead  to a n  am bivalent reading , one tha t raises ideological 

issues, and  therefore requires the  perceiver to use  her ow n ideological 

judgem en t, b u t  the  ideological stage is here secondary to the cognitive 

one . For instance, it is possible to  argue w hether Rambling Rose is a 

fem in is t text. A  cognitive analysis of the scene in  which Rose jum ps in to  

M r. H illyer's lap  show s the film  actually  p rov ides the perceiver w ith  

conflicting m essages. O n  the one hand , the im age track tells us that Rose 

is infantile, hysterical, an d  generally  reduced  to an  incoherent subject. B ut 

th e  verbal narra tive  tells us that w om en  generally have m ore sense th an  

m e n  do. The am bivalence of the text leads to a  com plex reading. If one is 

p re-exposed  to a  fem inist agenda, one m ay critique the film for reducing  

R ose to an  uncontro lled  childish id  (prior to the developm ent of the ego). 

Bu.t if one is n o t aw are  of the w ays in  w hich  H ollyw ood cinem a has

22 Ibid. P.10.
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ten d ed  to  infantilize w om en characters, one m ay be im pressed  by  the 

am o u n t of slack that Mr. Hi liver (and  the film) is cutting Rose, and  

consider the film to be asserting fem ale sexuality in  positive term s. The 

p o in t here is that the ideological read ing  is present and  essential for 

in terpretation , b u t is engaged b y  a p rim ary  bottom -up cognitive reading; 

th a t is by  perception of im ages an d  sounds that am ount to actions, th a t 

only  then  lead to com prehension an d  interpretations. M oreover, w hile the 

in terp reta tion  of the text as e ith er fem inist o r not is open for debate, the 

p lo t elem ents (who tried  to seduce w hom ) are n o t  T hat is, it  is clear to all 

v iew ers that it is Rose w ho is try ing  to seduce Mr. Hillyer, a n d  the 

am biguity  resides in  w hat is the im plication of the scene— n o t so m uch  to 

the film , b u t to the issues of the rep resen ta tion  of w om en's sovereignty 

over their bodies and  selves. To p u t  it  in  Iser's terms, the m eaning  of the 

text is unam biguous (action-wise), b u t the  significance depends greatly  on 

the actual historical positioning of the individuals in  the audience. I t is 

possible that some ideological positions m ay alter our sensitivity to textual 

inform ation, and thus affect o u r perception. But I w ould  in tu it tha t it  

w o u ld n 't  affect prim ary percep tion  (i.e., the biologically-oriented 

percep tion  of basic pow er relations, basic  action trajectories, etc.). E ither 

w ay, I believe that the ideological aspects of interpretation w ork  in  

tan d em  w ith  the cognitive aspects, an d  together form the read ing  of the 

text. P u t another way, w e can u se  D avid  Bordwell's term inology of 

com prehension and  in terpretation . For Bordwell,
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C om prehension is concerned w ith  apparen t, m anifest, or direct 

m eanings, w hile interpretation is concerned w ith  revealing h idden , 

nonobvious m eanings.23 

C om prehension covers referential and  explicit m eanings, references the 

view er extracts from  the text that could be considered literal m eanings 

(the diegetic w orld , o r direct m etaphors such  as the scales of justice). 

In terpretation  on  the o ther hand, covers im plicit an d  sym ptom atic 

m eanings, m eanings that the viewer derives o u t of positing problems, 

questions, exam ining them es, or speculating abou t the intentionality of 

the au thor.24 In  o ther w ords, com prehension refers generally to bottom - 

up  processes of perception, identification, an d  to som e degree the high- 

o rder cognitive operation  of causal re-organization of the fabula. 

Interpretation, on  the other hand refers to h igh-order cognitive operations 

only; those of postu lating  questions of intentionality, ideology, symbolic 

im plications, irony, and  o ther m eta-textual an d  contextual issues. A n 

analysis of the above m entioned scene from  Rambling Rose according to 

this m odel w ould  determ ine that the referential and  explicit meanings 

(i.e., com prehension) are easily discernible, b u t the fact that visual and  

aural inform ation are a t odds can only be explained in  an  implicit or 

interpretational m odel. Bordwell goes on  to say:

23 David Bordwell, Making Meaning: Inference and Rhetoric in the Interpretation of 
Cinema. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988, p.2.

24 Ibid. pp. 8-9.
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Still, in  this book I w ill n o t b e  m u ch  concerned w ith  

com prehension. M y stress h e re  falls on  in terpretation , conceived as 

a  cognitive activity tak ing  p lace  w ith in  particular institu tions.25 

M uch  like the m aterialist recep tion  theorists, Bordwell here  is nearly  

read y  to  d iscard  the text in  o rd er to  concentrate on  h igh -o rder cognitive 

activity , w hich  according to h im  opera tes in  particular in stitu tions tha t are 

in d ep e n d en t of the  text. But once h e  declares the separa tion  be tw een  

com prehension  an d  in terpretation , a n d  decides to focus on  in te rp re ta tion  

only, B ordw ell loses ground. A s G eorge W ilson show s, B ordw ell's m odel 

assum es the  im plicit and  explicit aspec ts  to be necessary conditions for 

in te rp re ta tion  (w hich in  his m o d e l is b ased  on  intentionality), b u t  he 

refuses to address that connection.26 B ut as the scene above so clearly 

show s, the im plicit reading, a n d  search  for the fem inist (or anti-fem inist) 

cues in  o rd er to have an in te rp re ta tio n  of the scene can only be  

m ean ing fu l if the m odes that lead  to  com prehension are taken  into 

account. T hat is, the tension b e tw een  the v isual and  audio  track  an d  how  

they are  perceived respectively a n d  concurrently lead n o t on ly  to  

B ordw ellian  com prehension, b u t affect in terpretation as w ell. A n d  as 

m u ch  as B ordw ell's project is illum ina ting  and  im portant, h e  still 

re itera tes the o ld  division b e tw een  s tru c tu ra l (textual) a p p ro ach  a n d  the 

recep tion  (reader-based) one.27

25 Ibid. p.10.

26 George Wilson "On Film Narrative and Narrative Meaning," in Film Theory and 
Philosophy (eds. Richard Allen and Murray Smith), New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press, 1997, pp.224-225.
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To sum  u p , textual-oriented recep tio n  stud ies (such as Iser's) differ 

from  the historical approaches (such as S ta ig e r's  o r Fish's) in  the  follow ing 

ways: w hile tex tual approaches look a t a n  ob ject (text), the historical 

approach looks a t  a n  even t (perception); w h ile  the form er looks for 

m eaning, the la tte r  exam ines functions; a n d  finally , w hile the textual 

group constructs a  un iversal reader, the o th e r  g ro u p  looks a t an  actual 

historical one. W e can  su m  it up  by saying  th a t  fo r Iser, the text an d  its 

perception determ ine  the interpretive p rocess, w hile  fo r Staiger, ideology 

determ ines percep tion  an d  interpretation.

In cognitive term inology, w e can p o s i t  this debate  as one betw een  

top-dow n em phasis (beliefs determ ine percep tion ) to bottom -up approach  

(textual in form ation  leads to higher cognitive activity  such  as 

interpretation). A n d  g iv en  that cognitive science research  has a  lo t to say 

about to p -d o w n /b o tto m -u p  operations, I be lieve  it can  shed som e light on  

this debate. I sha ll look  a t gap filling in  c in em a  as a particu lar p o in t in  

w hich textual in fo rm ation  is missing, thus in v itin g  the view er to fill in  

gaps, and  will exam ine how  these gaps are d e te rm in e d  and  filled. I 

believe that this close cognitive look will rev e a l tha t g ap  filling, and  

in terpretation (w hich  is a  necessary con d itio n  for g ap  filling), are complex 

operations involv ing  b o th  low  level p e rcep tu a l m aterial and  h igh-order 

cognitive activities. B ut before m oving o n  to d iscuss cognitive gap  filling,

271 find this professed preference of the book on "interpretation" (in that particular way 
that Bordwell defines it) to be quite ironic, as Bordwell's orientation is more of a neo- 
structuralist than a reception theory direction, and his cognitive approach is harnessed 
towards that end. Even within Making Meaning he cannot sustain a consistent argument 
favoring top-down cognitive mechanisms over bottom.-up textual cues.
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I need  to discuss in  g reater detail the n a tu re  of gaps, an d  provide an  in itial 

taxonom y of gaps and  how  they are constitu ted  in  ou r sense experience.

W hat are Gaps?

W hether they em ploy a  top-dow n o r a  bo ttom -up  approach, m ost 

literary  and film  critics today agree w ith  the  deconstructionist and  post

structuralist claim  tha t the text is a t tim es incoheren t o r even 

contradictory. T hat is, even if an  ideal a n d  com peten t reader perform s the 

read ing  as instructed  by  the text (under the m ost conservative account of 

reading  practices), the text itself a t tim es offers m ultip le  organizing 

patterns that m ay com pete o r be logically inconsisten t w ith  one another. 

Coherency, it is suggested, is som ething th a t the read er tries to achieve 

o u t of fear of logical contradictions. Jam es K incaid says:

The read ing  of literature is in  large p a r t  a  search  for the organizing 

patterns [ . . . ]  that w ill m ake coheren t all the num erous details or 

signals w e p ick u p  along the w ay. R eaders proceed w ith the 

assum ption  that there m ust be a  single dom inan t structuring 

principle.28

The reason w hy  the  reader resists the n o tion  th a t the text is incoherent, 

an d  tries a t all cost to resolve the in ternal contradictions and to find  the 

organizing patterns, is, according to K incaid, biological, based on  a 

reflexive desire to resolve all crises. K incaid cites R alph  Rader w ho 

hypothesized that readers have an  evo lu tionary  need  to m ake decisions

28 James R. Kincaid, "Coherent Readers, Incoherent Texts," Critical Inquiry 3 (Summer 
1977): 783.
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w h en  confronted by am biguities.29 In  add ition  to the tendency tow ards 

coherence, Ulrich N eisser notes th a t adu lts in  the W estern w o rld  construct 

events of a n  experience into a  tem poral sequence.30 Psychological research 

o n  eyew itness narratives of everyday  experiences su p p o rt this claim .31 

The tendency to linearize in to  a  cause an d  effect sequence, can explain  

w hy  (at least) W estern film  v iew ers tend  to prioritize taking syuzhet 

m aterial (plot) and  transform ing i t  in to  a  linear story, a  narra tive  (fabula). 

The tendencies for coherence an d  linear tem porality are challenged w hen 

die film  provides a gap. A  gap  rep resen ts lack of spatial, tem poral o r 

d ram atic  inform ation an d  as su ch  invites the perceiver to fill it for the  sake 

of coherence.

G aps m ay vary in  natu re  as som e are im portant to the  narra tive  

an d  som e are not; m any gaps are inevitable and  negligible. For instance, a 

film  rarely show s an  entire space w ith in  a scene; even w h en  the events 

are covered from  m ultiple perspectives, there are sections of the space that 

are n o t show n.32 The view er, though , "com pletes" the space in  her m ind, 

to the po in t that she is no t aw are th a t she has not been sh o w n  the entire 

space. This spatial expansion is d o n e  prim arily by bringing  in  know ledge 

(schemata) about the physical w orld , an d  about continuation of spaces

29 Ibid. P. 785.

30 Ulrich Neisser, Cognitive Psychology. N ew  York; Appleton- Century- Crofts, 1967, P. 
290.

31 See Siegfried Spence, Ludwig Malpass and Roy S. Kuehnken (eds.) Psychological issues 
in Eyewitness Identification. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Assoc., 1996.

32 In fact, in interior scenes, in order to maintain continuity of lighting one wall (or one 
side of the room) is usually used just for lights, and unless a window or another light 
source is explicitly shown, that direction may never be seen at all.
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beyond  o u r v isual field. W e also u se  o u r  know ledge  of conventional 

spaces to fill in  v isual spaces that are m issing o r v ery  briefly in troduced.

In  cognitive psychology research, subjects w ere  sh o w n  a  picture of a  space 

fo r a b rief tim e, a n d  then  asked questions abou t it. In  the case of an  office 

space, m any  claim ed th a t i t  w as fu rn ished  w ith  books o n  bookshelves, 

even  though  it w as not. The subjects here  w ere  u s in g  an  "office" schem a 

(m uch like M insky 's fram es and  Schank a nd  A belson 's scripts, see chap ter 

2), an d  com pleted (or replaced) inform ation a b o u t the space — inform ation 

th a t w a sn 't actually  p ro v id ed  — w ith  p ro to typ ica l patterns. Similarly, in  

realist d ram a  w e com plete spaces beyond  the b o rd e rs  of the fram e, and  

w e even com plete spaces tha t have been  p resen ted  o n  the screen for too 

brief a tim e to even  perfo rm  a  com plete v isual scan, le t alone a  m eaningful 

com prehension. In  contrast, sci-fi and  horro r film s often  refrain from  

p rov id ing  an  establishing shot, instead  concentrating  on  close-ups in  dark , 

hazy , an d  visually  restrictive situations, since m u ch  of the suspense is 

b u ilt o n  d isorien ting  the view er in  unfam iliar, un-com pletable spaces (see 

the d iscussion  of Alien in  chapter 2). Such film s actually  deprive the 

audience of the possib ility  of speculating abou t the  spaces they are 

w atching, by  m aking  the spaces unlike any experienced by hum ans (or 

prev iously  experienced o n  film).

Sound effects, too, help expand space b ey o n d  the lim itations of the 

v isua l fram e. Some so u n d  effects em anate from  th e  v isual field, b u t m any  

are  outside  it, g iv ing the audience an  indexical reference as to the spaces 

an d  events ou tside  the v isual field. The w histle of the  kettle, a knock on  a n  

invisible door, an d  voice over dialogue (that is n o t  a n  interior m onologue),
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all indicate to the v iew er the  layou t of a  space. Sound effects m ay also 

define w hether an  in terio r space is located in ru ra l or u rban  setting, and  

o ther im portant d ram atic  inform ation. In  The Silence o f the Lambs fo r 

instance, the cries of the dog  indicate to the killer and  the audience a t once 

th a t the girl has m anaged  to  seize his dog  (appendix 5, sho t 7a), a n d  the 

doorbell ring shortly  a fte rw ards indicates that the FBI has arrived  (shot 

31). It is interesting to note here  th a t sound  effects provide an  in triguing 

cognitive phenom enon. W hile sound  effects are heard  and  therefore 

perceived aurally, they designate  spatia l properties as m uch  as events, 

and  w e m ay note tha t in  som e cases they are sto red  in  m em ory as images, 

and  no t as coded propositions. P u t differently, since sound  effects 

epistemically expand  the v isua l field beyond the fram e lines, I in tu it that 

SFX sometimes s tand  in  for spa tia l v isual information. The cross p a th  

from  audio  perception to h ig h  level visual cognition is fascinating, and  

deserves attention, b u t is b ey o n d  the scope of this project. W hether 

spatia l o r aural (sound effects), these gaps are ever present a nd  

unavoidable and are filled in  b y  inferences the view er m akes, based  on 

her know ledge of the n a tu ra l w orld .

Tem poral gaps are of a  d ifferent category altogether. There is 

alw ays a  relationship be tw een  the du ra tion  and  pace of the story  (fabula), 

an d  the one of the syuzhet. G erard  Genette called the discourse (syuzhet) 

treatm ent of tem porality  "d u ra tion"  (later he changed the term  to speeds). 

D uration  exists in  relations o f descrip tive pause, scene, sum m ary and
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ellipsis, to fabula events.33 The "descriptive pause" refers to m om ents of 

p lo t events tha t are stretched in  the film discourse. For instance, in  High 

Noon (Zinneman, 1952), the p lo t starts a t 10:30 a n d  ends at noon. The 

film 's duration  is also 90 m inutes. H ow ever, the first hou r of fabula tim e 

is condensed to abou t 30 m inutes of syuzhet, w hile the last few  m inutes of 

plo t (the show dow n) are stretched in  a  descriptive pause that lasts nearly  

20 m inutes of discourse screen time. "Sum m ary" refers to scenes like the 

breakfast estrangem ent in  Citizen Kane, an d  a  scene refers to a  relationship 

in  which story  tim e an d  discourse time are equal. Ellipsis, on  the other 

hand  is a  case in  w hich  fabula time has passed, b u t  the syuzhet refrains 

from  representing it. In  o ther words ellipsis are narratorial gaps. Some 

tem poral ellipses behave m uch  like the spatial gaps; they are easily filled, 

and  consist of m ostly m undane inform ation tha t has no  dram atic 

im portance (sleeping, eating, showering, etc.).

But som e tem poral gaps are very im portan t to the narrative, as the 

order of syuzhet vs. fabula inform ation determ ines w h a t the perceiver can 

and  does know  abou t the fabula. To begin  w ith, n o t all films are told 

linearly (i.e., sta rting  a t the beginning of the fabula, m oving forw ard 

tow ards its closure). Some films, as in  the detective genre, start after a 

crime has already b een  com m itted, and  progress to exam ine the past 

(through flash backs, interview s, and other devices), as well as m ove into 

the forward, linear, tow ard-the-future progression  of the film 's present

33 Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in method. Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1980. See also. Narrative Discourse revisited, trans. By Jane E. Lewin, Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1988, pp. 33-37.
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tense. G enette calls the  n arra tiv es in  w hich  the syuzhet is o u t  of sequence 

w ith  the fabula "anachronies." A nachronies can refer to the  p a s t 

(analepses) o r to the fu tu re  (prolepses), although this flash fo rw ard  type is 

rare. Ellipses, according to  G enette, complicate tw o aspects o f the 

tem poral structure  (in G enette'’s  term inology, tense) of the narra tive , that 

is order and  duration . The perceiver then  first needs to re-arrange the 

o rder of the scenes, a n d  then  "fill in  the blanks" o r hypothesize  as to w hat 

happened. The detective gen re  is a  perfect exam ple since the  perceiver 

(usually together w ith  the detective) is engaged in  piecing together the 

causal order of the events, b u t  a lso  in  predicting w here  they can  get 

answ ers to their questions, o r w h a t questions to even  ask. In  o ther w ords, 

the detective genre is p rem ised  o n  the detective and  perceiver com ing up  

w ith  hypotheses as to w ho com m itted  the crime and  w hy, so  tha t they can 

have a "direction" of investigation . In  The Silence o f the Lambs, Clarice is 

looking at a  dress that one of th e  victim s w as sew ing for herself, and  she 

realizes that all the victim s w ere  large size young w om en. T he cam era 

zooms in o n  the dress a n d  w h e n  it  cuts back  to Clarice, w e k n o w  that she 

has come u p  w ith  a new  hypo thesis  abou t the killer. This hypothesis (that 

the killer is m aking a  su it m ad e  o f h u m an  flesh) is conveyed to  her 

superior verbally in  the nex t few  shots.

Tem poral gaps in  n arra tiv e  film s m ay be tem porary, a n d  once the 

film  viewing is com plete an d  th e  narra tive  has been  constructed , all pieces 

of the puzzle are p rov ided . S uch  is the case in  a film  like Vertigo 

(Hitchcock, 1958), w here a t one p o in t the film  presents the audience w ith  a 

gap, bu t eventually, the film  itse lf fills it. After M adeleine's death , the
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audience a n d  Scottie (because of his fear o f heights) are left to w onder 

w hether M adeleine ju m p e d  from  the b e ll tow er top, or w hether she 

accidentally fell in  the in tensity  of the m o m e n t B ut later the film reveals 

to  us that M adeleine w as actually p u sh e d  to h e r death, and  th a t the 

w om an w ho  b o th  Scottie and  the aud ience th o u g h t of as M adeleine, w as 

actually h ired  by the h u sb an d /k ille r  to  act as if she is M adeleine as p a rt of 

the assassination plot.

But d ram atic  gaps m ay not be  fu lfilled  explicitly b y  the film , 

although the hypothesis developed by  the  audience is subtly  encouraged. 

In  Dead Poets Society (Peter Weir, 1989) fo r instance, the m ain  character 

commits suicide. The film  never show s the  suicide, and  w hile the 

audience know s som eth ing  has happened , it  takes long m inutes before the 

film  affirms the dea th  hypothesis.34 T he suicide, the clim ax of m ost of the 

dram atic layers of the film , is never show n, an d  is usually  only referred to 

in  other contexts. Yet the  hypothesis th a t it w as a  suicide an d  no t an  

accident is h ighly  encouraged  by the film , a n d  I shall re tu rn  to analyzing 

the gap filling practices o f this scene soon. D ram atic gaps m ay also affect 

the entire closure of a  film , causing e ither story, text, or discourse to 

rem ain open in  d ifferent w ays. W hile th is phenom enon  is m ore likely to 

occur in  E uropean "art"  cinem a than  in  m ainstream  H ollyw ood, som e 

films like Chinatown (Rom an Polanski, 1974) leave a t least som e tracks of 

the p lot open by n o t filling som e gaps estab lished  early on  in  the film .35

34 A detailed analysis of the scene is provided bellow.

35 For a comprehensive review of issues surrounding closure, see Richard Neupert's 
book The End. Ibid.
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Some gaps m ay be read  as such, b u t are actually no t inform ational 

gaps according to the definition p ro v id ed  above. In  these cases the 

perceiver is u n d e r  the im pression th a t she is com ing u p  w ith  hypotheses 

about m issing inform ation of her o w n  accord, b u t in  fact the film provides 

the inform ation for that hypotheses, b u t  i t  does so in  a channel she is 

unaw are of. I  shall call those cases illusory  gaps. A n exam ple w hich  I 

shall analyze in  detail below  is a scene from  Dangerous Liasions (Stephen 

Freares, 1988) in  w hich subtle v isual inform ation affirms w hat seem s to be 

a narratorial gap . Given the genre o f the film  (drama), the nature  of gaps 

has to do less w ith  action and  m ore w ith  em otions. M oreover, the film 

positions the audience in  a p riv ileged  place as they know  w hat both  m ain 

characters are p lotting together a nd  apart. Indeed, m uch  of the enjoym ent 

of the film is based  on the fact that the  perceiver know s m ore than  m ost 

characters a t an y  given time. In  the d iscussed  scene though, the question 

is how  an "un-collaborative" character, M adam e de-Tourvel, feels 

tow ards one of the m ain characters, V alm ont. A  hypothesis is set in  

m otion, b u t as I shall show , the film  p rovides that inform ation visually, so 

a real gap n ever occurs. W hile the aud ience  m ay not be  aw are of that 

inform ation, i t  is as effective in  influencing the com prehension of the 

narrative. I w ill claim that illusory gaps are a result of m ultip le channels 

of perception (i.e., visual and  audio), w hich  leads to complex cognitive 

processing, one that affects the overall understand ing  of the film. Robert 

Burgoyne w rites that:

Illusory gaps seem  to su p p o rt T hom as Elsaesser's claim that:
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ellipsis exhibits a  strong  m ark  of enunciation, bu t, u n lik e  other 

enundative  system s such  as m ontage, i t  u sua lly  h ides th e  m ark  of 

enundation , an d  lets the reader feel he  or she is m ak in g  the 

connections.36

A n d  although I believe th a t generic plausibility, genera l know ledge  of the 

w orld , as well as o ther factors do  affect ou r gap  filling  opera tions, I still 

agree w ith  Elsaesser th a t those are strongly g u ided  by  the  cognitive 

inform ation that is read ily  available for us in  the text. I shall n o w  turn  to 

discuss how  w e cognitively fill in  gaps.

C ognitive G ap F illing in  T heory

The perceiver of a  text, up o n  encountering a narratoriaL gap is 

required  to devise a  s tra tegy  for how  to fill the gap, a n d  m ake the text 

cohere. This strategy generally  involves com ing u p  w ith  hypo theses as to 

w h a t is likely to have happened , hypotheses the perceiver is hopefu l are 

correct. In logical term s the process of com ing u p  w ith  inferences to the 

best explanations is called abductive reasoning. A bductive  reason ing  not 

only deduces a  set of possible w orlds that could exist based  on. the facts 

w e have (i.e., in  ou r case d ifferent narratorial hypotheses) an d  o n  axioms, 

b u t  also provides a w ay to codify the preference of one m odel o v e r the 

other.

But until the very en d  of the tex f s transm ission  (or consum ption) 

the perceiver is aw are th a t som e hypotheses m ay change, an d  th a t  the

36 In Robert Stam, Robert Burgoyne and Sandy Flitterman Lewis, New Vocatbularies in 
Film Semiotics. New York & London: Routledge, 1992, p. 120.
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narrative m ay  still b e  different than  w h a t the  perceiver assum es d u rin g  

the perception. Im portan tly , then, the perceiver is ready to alter, cancel, 

o r em brace n ew  hypo theses as the text p rov ides h e r w ith  new  

information- This process is very sim ilar to form ulations of belief rev ision  

(a sub-field of nonm onotonic  reasoning), in  w h ich  a logical theorem  is 

challenged by n e w  inform ation and  forces ''backtracking," the 

in troduction  of n e w  inferences, new  conclusions, a n d  revision of 

previously d raw n  theorem s.37 In  o ther w ords, the  fabula, or the com plete 

story  is a  p ro d u c t th a t the perceiver com m its to only  after the percep tion  

of the text is over. A nd  w hile the narrative  as a  p roduct is being 

constructed d u rin g  the perception, it is constan tly  in  flux, o r open to b e  in  

flux, until percep tion  is over. As such, the conclusive narrative of a tex t is 

a  post-perception p roduct. A nd as a post pe rcep tion  product, the 

narrative is constructed  from  m em ories, w h ich  are  re-organized in  a 

causal o rder so as to  yield  the m ost coherent sto ry  possible. It is 

im portant to notice  then  th a t the story or fabula  is a p roduct of an  a rray  of 

h igh-order cognitive activities, ones tha t are significantly different th a n  

the low -order p e rcep tua l processes. Research o n  the empirical evidence of 

narrative structu re  suppo rts  this conclusion. In  a  series of related 

experim ents conducted  by  Gee and  Grosjean, subjects were asked to re a d  

and  then recoun t a sh o rt narrative. The spon taneous pause du ra tion  

betw een sentences w ere  analyzed an d  then  m atch ed  w ith  Lehnert's

37 C. E. Alchouron, P. Gardenfors & D. Makinson, "On The Logic of Theory Cahnge: 
Partial Meet Functions for Contraction and Revision," Toumal of Symbolic Logic 50,1985, 
pp. 510-530.
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complex analysis of narra tive  struc tu re  into sim ple p lo t units.38 W hat Gee 

an d  Grosjean found  ou t w as th a t

[ . . . ]  as the narra tive  com plexity of a b reak  b e tw een  tw o sentences 

increases, the pause p ro d u ced  by  a speaker also increases -  and in  a 

very system atic w ay.39 

But w hile Gee an d  G rosjean w ere  prim arily  in terested  in  prov id ing  

em pirical evidence to narra tive  structure, their research reveals another 

interesting phenom enon. The correlation betw een story  parsing  and  

pauses was found  only w h en  subjects re-told the sto ry  a fter read ing  it to 

them selves. W hen they w ere  asked  to read the sto ry  a loud  (even a t a 

second reading), the pauses d id  no t m atch the narra tive  structu re  parsing 

so well.40 Gee and  Grosjean d o  no t explain w hy spon taneous re-telling 

reflects so m uch m ore accurately  the narrative structure, b u t in  the context 

of o u r discussion it is clear; re-telling takes into account tha t the narrative 

has been  fully com prehended  an d  in terpreted  before it is re-told. It is a 

post perception activity, an d  as such, the perform er (the form er perceiver) 

has a  full concept of the narrative. Reading ou t loud , o n  the o ther hand, 

does not provide the correlation betw een  pauses an d  narra tive  

complexity, because it is h a rd  fo r the perceiving agent to anticipate 

accurately w here narra tive  u n its  beg in  and  end  (or w here  pauses should 

be placed). A ccording to this explanation, the correlation betw een  re-

38 James Paul Gee and Francois Grosjean, "Empirical Evidence for Narrative Structure," 
in Cognitive Science 8,1984, pp. 59-85.

39 Ibid, p.72.
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telling an d  narra tive  complexity is easily understood, as bo th  require a  

"post" perception  m om ent in  order to be  fully  actualized.

Gaps configure in  interesting w ays in to  this explanation of 

narrative: they prov ide a  m om ent w here the  perceiver is invited to 

produce a hypotheses, b u t is also rem inded  tha t she m ay be w rong, o r tha t 

the text m ay be  m isleading her. It is only after the transm ission of the text 

is over, tha t the  perceiver can re-organize all the data, determ inately fill in  

some gaps, an d  confidently claim that o thers shall rem ain open. But 

saying that the narra tive  (as a product) is a  p o st perception result, does 

no t m ean  tha t the  construction of the narra tive  (as a process) happens 

entirely in  p o st percep tion  or in high-order cognitive arenas. The 

narrative is constructed as perception occurs, an d  it is constructed based  

on  bottom -up percep tual activities, as m uch  as by  top-dow n im positions 

of belief, ideology, and  expectations. Cognitive film  theorists have 

struggled w ith  the  issue of perception an d  interpretation, and  in  the next 

few paragraphs I shall provide a short sum m ary  of their positions.

E dw ard  Branigan provides an  adap ta tion  of A lan W illiams' 

form ulation that

[ . . . ]  w h en  we w atch  a narrative film, w e are actually w atching four 

different films: a  celluloid strip of m aterial; a  projected im age w ith  

recorded sound; a coherent event in  three dim ensional space; an d  

finally a  story w e rem em ber (i.e., the film  w e think we have seen). 

There are  perceptual "gaps" betw een  each of these four films in
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w h ich  certain facts a re  concealed and  "forgo tten" ab o u t one film in  

o rd e r  to perceive another.41 

B ranigan here  describes the  phenom enon  of ignoring  ed iting  w ith in  a  

scene — w h ich  im plies spa tia l a n d  often tem poral sk ips -  in  favor of 

accepting the  dram atic u n ity  the  scene conveys. O u t o f the  sam e 

principles o f dram atic coherence w e ignore jum p cuts a n d  o ther visual 

and  aud io  inconsistencies, w hich , according to this accoun t w e perceive, 

b u t d ism iss for the overrid ing  needs of the fabula. B ran igan  here  accepts a 

m odular app roach  to the construction  of the narra tive , one w hich  fits 

nicely w ith  his notion  of n a rra tio n  since it evolves a ro u n d  hierarchical 

struc tu ra l levels of b o th  cognition, m ind, and  narra tive .42 B ranigan claims 

that "com prehension proceeds b y  canceling and  d iscard ing  d a ta  actually 

present, b y  revising an d  rem ak in g  w h a t is given."43 W hat is striking about 

this account is that it assum es th a t this process (com prehension) w orks in  

one direction, from  top -dow n  im positions (since the needs of the narrative 

are com puted  in  h igh  level cognitive procedures) on to  the bottom -up 

perceptions. A nd w hile this accoun t of com prehension is p robably  true 

m uch of th e  time, it shou ld  n o t  be presented  as the on ly  possible scenario. 

In  som e cases, for instance, th e  cinem a of G odard, ju m p  cuts a n d  other

41 Edward Branigan, Narrative Comprehension and Film. New York and London: 
Routledge, 1992, p.84.

42 Branigan here cites the work of Ray Jackendoff, Andy Clark, Jerry Fodor, Howard 
Gardner and Marvin Minsky. As I have shown in chapter two, these researchers agree 
very little on the architectonics of the mind. But Branigan here does not adopt a 
particular model; rather he is concerned with implying the importance of cognitive 
science to the understanding of the interpretive process of film, without getting into the 
different positions of these debates, or without even making very concrete claims about 
how it operates in film comprehension.

43 Ibid, P.83.

224

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



disruptions to cinem atic conventions force (via bottom -up perception) a  

com prehension (or in  B ordw ellian term s a n  im plicit in terpretation) tha t 

the film  is an  essay abou t conventional cinem a. The open ing  sh o t of 

Breathless (G odard, 1959) show s a close-up o n  a  page from  a  new spaper.

A  close voice over of a m an  m u tte rs  som e w ords, an d  the  conventional 

assum ption  is that he is respond ing  to w h a t he reads o n  the p ag e  (i.e., that 

it  is a  point of v iew  shot). But the cam era th en  starts tilting u p  o n  the 

page, and  continues u p  to show  th e  face of Michel, revealing  th a t w e w ere 

seeing the back of the paper, thus canceling ou r hypothesis th a t it w as a 

po in t of view shot. In  o ther w ords, low  level perception  of v isua l 

inform ation first encouraged a h ig h  level hypothesis (p.o.v shot) a n d  then  

cancelled it w h en  M ichel's face w as revealed. N ow  this m om en t is quick 

an d  probably does no t produce a  com plete in terpretation  of them e, b u t it 

disorients the audience enough, a n d  indicates that this film is n o t abou t to 

be  a  conventional film, w hich  is a  h igh -o rder implicit realization. In  

contrast, the last scene of a  conventional m ainstream  film The Usual 

Suspects (which I described in  chap ter 3), changes the term s of narra tion , 

an d  the relationship betw een  film  a n d  view er in  its last few  m inu tes. As 

m any  crime film s do, th roughou t th e  film, it  encourages hypotheses abou t 

the events in  conventional w ays. B u t these conventions are b ro k en  an d  

m ocked in  the last scene, disabling all the hypotheses p ro d u ced  so far, 

w ith o u t offering ano ther exp lanation  as to w h a t actually happened . In  the 

last scene w hat is given, the in fo rm ation  presented, (in close-ups o f 

objects, photos, text, etc.) is the source of the change in  the  state  of all 

p revious hypotheses, as everyth ing  th a t preceded, (not only  hypotheses,
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b u t events visually  p resen t as well) is m arked  as a  fabrication. B ranigan 's 

m odel of hierarchical com prehension does n o t leave room  for such  film ic 

in terruptions in  the perceiver's top-dow n operations, or a t least these 

interruptions a re  alw ays enveloped w ith in  h igh -o rder narratorial and  

perceptual structures. A nd  if for B ranigan the  com prehension of existing 

d a ta  could be read ily  w ritten  off, o r revised, so m u ch  m ore is the danger 

w ith  gaps, o r m om ents of indeterm inacy, w h ich  do  n o t provide 

inform ation at all. A lthough  Branigan does n o t p rov ide  a com prehensive 

description of gap  filling he does refer to i t  occasionally:

By conceiving of narra tion  as a type of verba l (and imagistic?) 

description offered by  a  spectator, one is, in  effect, analyzing 

interpretive statem ents. One is m apping  a  course of thought, the use 

of language, ra th er than  discovering the absolu te  properties of an  

object o r d iscovering "cues" that are  "in" a n  object -  the text 

objectified. In terp re ta tion  thus construed  exhibits som ething of the  

nature of an  explanatory  "theory." In terp re ta tion  in this sense 

includes the "filling in" of certain da ta  (from  the top-down) w hich  

seems to be "m issing" a t som e m om ent in  the text as well as the 

construction of m acro-propositions w h ich  are about the text though  

not strictly in it, or denoting  it. S tructures th a t are achieved in  

cognition cannot be reduced to a list of phenom enal forms o r cues. 

We dem onstra te  o u r know ledge of narra tion , of "how  to go on," by  

interpreting, b y  going on.44

44 Ibid, p.112.
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G aps then, g iven  that they are never "in" the text, are a s s u m e d  to function 

only in  h igh-order cognitive constructions of the text, one t h a t . a re  filled 

"from  the top-dow n."

W hat I  caution here against is the tendency, w hich b o th  Bordw ell 

and  B ranigan share, of separating to p -dow n  operations from  b*ottom -up 

perceptions, an d  prioritizing the fo rm er w ithou t allowing for tlieo re tica l 

m om ents in  w hich  this dom inance is broken. As I have sh o w n , above w ith 

bo th  The Usual Suspects and  the Breathless examples, the a ssu m p tio n s  

about this top-dow n dom inance lead  to a partial and  reductive descrip tion 

of w h a t actually happens during  view ing. But even m ore im p o rta n tly  

than  the exam ples which contradict this m odel of dom inance, I w o u ld  like 

to p o in t ou t that some of the m ost in tense m om ents in  our t in e a n a tic  

experience are m om ents w hen  a film su rprises us from  the bott*7om-up. In  

these m om ents bottom -up perception  interferes w ith "top-dowm " 

assum ptions, forcing the view er to re-assess previous in fo rm a tio n , an d  to 

come u p  w ith  new  and revised logical m odels of causality a n d  

im plications.

G aps can be generally d iv ided  in to  two groups, im plied  iand  

necessary. Im plied gaps (also knowm as blanks) are gaps tha t ajre  no t 

essential to achieving dram atic coherence (like assum ing that thae 

characters sleep, eat, and  use the b a th room  throughout the te m p o ra l  

d u ra tion  of story tim e). Dram atically necessary gaps are gaps t h a t  

necessitate inference production  in  o rd er for the p lo t/ text to cohiere an d  

m ake sense. Chaffin suggests that w h e n  w e encounter a  n e ce ssa ry  gap  we 

engage in  producing  bridging inferences, or w hat I earlier called! gap
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filling.45 In  ad d itio n  to im plied  and necessary inferences, Chaffin 

iden tifies a  th ird  group , tha t of invited  inferences. W hen  encountering the 

sen tences " the  b ird  is in  the cage" an d  " the  cage is u n d e r  the  table," the  

read e r c an  com e u p  w ith  the correct inference th a t the  b ird  is under the 

table. T h is inference m ay  n o t be necessary fo r th e  understand ing  of the 

text, b u t  can occur, o r is inv ited  by the text.46 T he in teresting  phenom enon 

ab o u t in v ited  inferences is th a t they are  likely to be  rem em bered as 

p ro v id e d  by  the text, th a t is rem em bered  as actual bo ttom -up  inform ation, 

even  th o u g h  they w ere inferred  rather th an  experienced. Keenan and  

K intsch, for instance, show ed  in  recall tests th a t the  longer the interval 

b e tw ee n  exposure to the text and  answ ering  the questionnaire  (up to 20 

m inu tes), the m ore likely it is that the subjects th o u g h t they heard the last 

sen tence  ("the b ird  is u n d e r  the table"). K eenan a n d  K intsch explained 

this ph en o m en o n  by  speculating  that surface s tru c tu res  like syntax are 

lost o r d iscarded  from  m em ory  faster than  con ten t is.47 Invited  inferences 

th en  are  inferences that are  causal and  logical a n d  consistent w ith 

in fo rm ation  prov ided , b u t  are  not perceived as such. They are 

rem em bered  how ever as perceived inform ation  because the  content w as 

(correctly) no t categorized as an  hypothesis. T he phenom enon  of long 

term  m em ory  concentrating on  content ra ther th a n  o n  surface structure 

m ay  exp la in  w hy  out-of-fram e sound effects in  film  are  som etim es

45 Chaffin R. "Knowledge of Language and Language About the World: A Reaction Time 
Study of Necessary and Invited inferences." In Cognitive Science 1979, 3, pp. 311-379.

46 Ibid.
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rem em bered  as visual spaces, w h ich  is a  cross-m odal cognitive operation. 

A t least w ith in  a scene, the SFX th a t expand  the visual field (like a  

doorbell, car honk, or the kettle) — are  rem em bered as spatia l inform ation, 

th a t is, as a  floor p lan  indicating th a t the kitchen is to the r ig h t of the 

living room , w hile the door to th e  house is to the left. Sound, action  and  

ed iting  here  are com puted to create a g ram m ar of spatial continuity  

w ith in  one scene. M uch like P iaget's  subjects (see chapter 2), w e learn  the 

film ic space of a scene by  stable landm arks (couch, door, etc.), an d  the 

relationship  of cam era/character to these landm arks. But from  this fixed 

stage of coordination by  landm arks, the perceiver m ay a ttem p t to 

construct an  abstract card inal system , one th a t provides w ith  a floor-plan 

of the space. A nd  given tha t this floor-plan is abstract and  propositional, 

it is likely to be stored in  m em ory  as such, regardless of the in itial source 

of perceptual inform ation. It is im p o rtan t to note that this m odel of 

inv ited  inferences of spatial a rrangem en t w orks w ithin a  scene (w hich is 

defined as a  dram atic un it occurring  a t the sam e time and  sam e space) and 

no t across scenes, w hich operate b eyond  tem poral and  spatia l boundaries.

Inv ited  inferences are also those gaps that could be filled by  a 

sim ple application of a  fram e, a schem ata, o r a  script theory.48 In  those 

cases generic expectations — b o th  from  artistic genres such as W esterns, or 

thrillers, as w ell as from  everyday  experience -  help us fill in  gaps. In  a

47 Keenan J.M. & Kintsch W. "The Identification of Implicitly and Explicitly Presented 
Information" in W. Kintsch (ed.) The Representation of Meaning in Memory. Hillside, NJ: 
Erlbaum, 1974.

48 See the discussion of the work of Marvin Minsky and Schank and Abelson in the 
second chapter. See also M.L. Grick & K.J. Holyoack, "Schema Induction and Analogical 
Transfer" in Cognitive Psychology. 1983.
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W estern then, w e expect to  see a show dow n, an d  w h e n  tha t camera 

"enters" the saloon, the audience can "com plete" the unavailable parts of 

the space w ith  a kn o w n  gallery  of characters an d  objects. Similarly, once 

w e recognize a scene takes place in  a kitchen, for exam ple, w e expect 

certain objects to be present. In  other w ords, w e em ploy a  script or a 

header of a "kitchen" o r a  "saloon" scenario, and  w e then  fill-in the 

invited inferences from  the top-down.

The difference betw een  invited inferences a n d  necessary ones is 

striking though. W hile invited  inferences are processed as actually 

perceived inform ation, necessary ones slow  d o w n  com prehension, while 

subjects search for p lausible bridging m echanism s. In  research on gap 

filling and com prehension H avilland and  Clark fo u n d  that sentences like 

"the m urderer was one of John 's friends" was read  slow er after "John 

d ied  yesterday," and  faster after "John w as m u rdered  yesterday."49 The 

gap betw een death  an d  m u rd er requires re-organization of previous data, 

an d  therefore slows d o w n  the com prehension of the  text. M ore recent 

research show s that the slow ed dow n response has to do  w ith  m emory 

activation. W hile w e are engaged in reading, com prehension practices 

always a ttem pt to m ain tain  coherence on  two levels: local, an d  global. 

Local inform ation is m atched  w ith  im m ediately preced ing  information, 

w hich is m ostly available to short term m em ory (7± 2 item s).50 The

49 Haviland S.E. & Clark H.H., "What's New? Acquiring New  Information as a Process in 
Comprehension," Toumal of Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior. 1974,13,512-521. See 
also Paul van den Broek, "The Causal Inference Maker: Towards a Process Model of 
Inference Generation in Text Comprehension." In D A . Balota, G.B. Flores d'Arcais, and 
K. Rayner (eds.) Comprehension Processes in Reading. Hillsdale, NY: Laurence Erlbaum 
Associates, 1990, p.436.
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m aintenance of global coherence, o n  the o ther hand, requires th e  read er to 

com pare the  new  inform ation w ith  p rev ious inform ation that is n o  longer 

available in  w ork ing  m em ory.51 Local coherence is im portan t in  o rd er to 

m ap  elem ents of the  syuzhet as they  are  be ing  perceived, w hile global 

in form ation  is im portan t in  o rder to  construct the fabula. In  non-literary  

texts, a t least tw o levels of rep resen ta tion  of a  text also operate  a t  the sam e 

tim e, b u t  are called text-based rep resen ta tion  and  situation  m odel.

A  text-based represen tation  is a  representation of the tex t itself, 

w hereas a situation m odel is a  representation  of w h a t the  tex t is 

about, containing textual in fo rm ation  an d  general w orld  

know ledge.52

In  artistic texts, the situation m odel gives the global s tructure  fo r the 

com prehension  of the fabula. C ognitive psychologists p ro p o sed  th a t a 

situation  m odel is established by  processing  the text into causal chains of 

inferences, w hich  resu lt in  a percep tion  th a t the text is coherent.53 In  o rder 

to determ ine w hether two events in  the text exist in  causal relations, Paul 

van  d en  Broek proposes four criteria:

A ccording to the criterion o f temporal priority, a  cause nev er occurs 

after the consequence. A ccording to the criterion of operativity, a

50 For a fuller discussion of short term memory capacity limits see George A. Miller, "The 
Magical Number Seven, Plus or Minus Two: Some Limits on Our Capacity for 
Processing Information," in The Psychological Review. 1956:63, pp. 81-97.

51 E.J. O'Brien, M.L. Rizzella, J.E. Albrecht & J.G. Halleran, "Updating a Situation Model:
A Memory Based View," Toumal of Experimental Psychology: Learning. Memory and 
Cognition. 1998, Vol. 24,5, Pp. 1200-1210.

52 Ibid. P.1200.

53 Paul van den Broek, op. Cit. P. 423.

231

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



cause is active w h e n  the consequence occurs. T he necessity in the 

circumstances criterion  reflects the fact th a t if th e  cause had  no t 

happened  th en  the  consequence w o u ld  n o t h av e  taken  place, g iven 

the circum stances of the story. The sufficiency in circumstances 

criterion indicates that if the cause occurs, th e n  the consequence 

will likely occur as well, g iven the circum stances o f the story.54 

V an den  Broek cites m u ch  research  that suppo rts  the  existence of these 

criteria in  postu la ting  causal relations. Subjects seem  to rem em ber 

causally rela ted  events b e tte r th an  two unrela ted  even ts even  w hen the 

tw o are adjacent in  th e  surface structure (the syuzhet); in  addition, dead 

en d  events (ones th a t do  n o t m ove the p lo t fo rw ard , a n d  are no t causally 

related to others) w ere  forgotten  faster than  causally  re la ted  events. 

Sum m ing u p  m uch  research  from  the 1980s v an  d e n  Broek claims:

H ighly connected events are m ore often in c lu d ed  in  sum m aries [.. 

.], ra ted  as m ore im portan t [ . . . ] ,  an d  re trieved  m ore  quickly [ . . .] ,  

than  events w ith  few  causal connections.55 

But the m ental rep resen ta tion  of the causal relations p roposed , or m ade 

available by  the text is d ep en d en t on  variable factors. Short-term  m em ory 

capacity, for instance, m ay  lim it the exploration of a ll possible connections 

while reading a  focal event. V an d en  Broek p roposes a  C ausal Inference 

M aker m odel (CIM) in  w hich

54 Ibid. pp. 424-425. Emphasis in original.

55 Ibid. P. 429.
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The causal criteria and the lim itations determ ine the content and  

the types of inferences m ade, an d  hence form  the conceptual and  

p rocedural constraints that operate o n  the  inferential process.56 

V an d en  B roek's m odel, then, is based  on  the  assum ption  that the search 

for causal relations (according to the four conceptual criteria), and  the 

p rocedural lim itations o n  attention and  m em ory , gu ide  the reading 

process, an d  resu lt in  the situation m odel o f the text. This m odel is a 

h igh ly  selective one, a  model that during  percep tion  prioritizes causal 

relations, an d  claims tha t these relations affect the long-term  status of the 

m em ory  of the  text. T hat is, events that do  n o t seem  as causally related (or 

potentially  so) a t the tim e of perception w ill be  of a lesser status in  long 

term  m em ory (the situation  m odel of the text), and  are less likely to alter 

the com prehension  of the text w hen  new  in fo rm ation  appears. The CIM 

postu lates th a t w hen  adjacent events p rov ide  necessity an d  sufficiency 

they will be  connected as an inference. W hen the text provides a break, o r 

a gap, the reader w ill search the m em ory fo r m issing inform ation and  if 

found  will reinstate  a n  inference. If the text does no t provide the 

necessary an d  sufficient events for an  inference, the reader will fill in  the 

gap  by  inferences based  on  w orld know ledge, a  process van d en  Broek 

calls elaboration.57 T he m odel is very usefu l for a theory of gap filling, b u t 

there are tw o problem s w ith  applying it to g ap  filling in  films.

The first p roblem  w ith van  d en  Broek's m odel an d  its application to 

film  has to do  w ith  his sole reliance on  language:

56 Ibid. P. 433. Emphasis in original.
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It is im portan t to note that several conditions need  to be  m e t  in  

o rder for the read er to be able to construct a  coherent m en ta l 

represen tation  of a  text. [ . . . ]  The function and  m ean ing  o f  w ords 

need  to be  identified  a n d  the w ords need to be com bined to  form  a 

sentence or proposition. It is only after these tasks have  b e e n  

achieved tha t the reader can  com e to understand  the re la tio n s 

am ong the  ind iv idua l events portrayed  in  the sentences.58 

V an d e n  Broek relies solely on  language processing, an d  d escrib es it as a 

linear an d  propositional form ula, one that contains and  defines th e  logical 

an d  causal relations betw een  events. But cinema com m unicates a lso  w ith  

im ages that p rov ide  m ultip le  an d  overw helm ing am ounts o f d e ta il  a t 

once. This inform ation is processed sim ultaneously as w ell as se ria lly  (see 

chapter 2), and  is sto red  in  m em ory bo th  as propositional sets a n d  also as 

depictions (images). But w hen  visual inform ation is retrieved  f ro m  

m em ory, it is p u lled  as holistic. In  o ther w ords, the basic p rocesses that 

are necessary for a causal m em ory  representation of texts acco rd ing  to van  

den  Broek, do no t alw ays occur w hen  the com m unication c h a n n e l is 

visual. W e can recall the discussion of D retske's w ork  (chapter 2) in 

w hich  he differentiates be tw een  sense perception, an d  m ean in g fu l 

perception. D retske d o esn 't go as far as claiming that m eaningfu l 

perception  requires propositional configuration, b u t he com es c lose  by  

claim ing that m eaningful percep tion  requires com putation, categorization , 

and  judgem ent -  all h igh-order cognitive activities. T hat is, v isu a l

57 Ibid. P. 432.
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percep tion  becom es cognitive for D retske only once these  high-order 

operations take place, a n d  can  be s to red  in  m em ory on ly  w h en  it is 

"m eaningful." B ut this h igh -o rder restriction on  the cognition  of images is 

problem atic. Im ages, as I  have  sh o w n  in  chapter 2, are p rocessed  in  a 

variety  of ways, a n d  sto red  in  m em ory bo th  as p ropositional sets and as 

descriptive im ages. M oreover, because films overw helm  us w ith  a 

m ultiplicity of v isual details, parts  of the filmic im age th a t m ay  not seem  

relevan t a t the tim e of percep tion  m ay  becom e crucial fo r narrative 

com prehension la ter on. If these v isual elements are  n o t  s to red  in  

m em ory because they  w ere  n o t categorized as "m eaningful," they will no t 

be available for retrieval from  m em ory a t the tim e needed . The moth, in  

Silence o f the Lambs, for instance, seem  irrelevant to the p lo t for m uch of the 

film 's syuzhet, b u t  w h en  Clarice sees one on the serial k ille r's  kitchen 

counter, it becomes a  crucial narra tive  cue both for h e r  a n d  fo r the 

audience (see m y  discussion  in  chapter 3). That is, w h ile  perceivers 

assum e that any  deta il (like the m oth) in  a  thriller m ay  tu rn  o u t to be 

im portan t, they cannot re la te  it in  a causal fashion to the  p lo t, hence, 

according to van  d e n  Broek are less likely to rem em ber it. B ut w hen we 

see the m oth on  the serial k iller's k itchen  counter, w e easily  an d  

im m ediately rem em ber a n d  u n d ers tan d  the narrative im portance  of this 

cue. Unlike na tu ra l languages, w hich  are  cognitively p rocessed  by using 

h igh-order cognitive m echanism s, a t least some parts  of the  v isual image 

can  (and often do) bypass the categorization and com pu ta tion  process. It 

is clear that w hat is prob lem atic  for D retske's m eaningful perception  is 

even  m ore problem atic fo r v an  d e n  Broek's propositional sets. The

235

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



articulation of im ages into causal se ts is n o t impossible, b u t ne ither is it as 

easy and  au tom atic  as van  den  B roek suggests it is for reading. M ore 

im portantly, p ropositional sets are  n o t necessary, at least n o t as a  p re

requisite, for the  initial stage of percep tion  a n d  storage in  m em ory of 

visual inform ation. By prioritizing causal inferences, van  d en  Broek's 

m odel leaves o u t  m uch  visual in fo rm ation  tha t could not fit into 

propositional se ts of necessity a n d  sufficiency. But this visual inform ation  

is clearly often im p o rtan t for na rra tive  com prehension, and  w e therefore 

need a m ore flexible account of na rra tive  construction, one that can  allow  

non-propositional sets to influence the situation  model, or the fabula.

The second  problem  w ith  v a n  d e n  Broek's m odel can be fo u n d  in  

the restriction he places on  long term  m em ory, whereby only inferences 

that are m ade w ith in  the im m ediate cognitive constraints of m em ory 

capacity are sto red  and  used w hen  a g ap  occurs. In a series of 

experim ents, O 'Brien, Rizzella, A lbrecht an d  H alleran p rov ided  subjects 

w ith  a series of sentences that po sed  a  b reakup  in  the coherence of the 

text. For instance, subjects read  a text in  w hich  background inform ation 

indicated that M ary  is an avid vegetarian , b u t later on a sentence 

described M ary as ordering a cheeseburger. The inform ation abou t M ary 

being a vegetarian  no  longer exists in  w orking  memory, b u t is p u lled  and  

is re-activated in  o rd er to attem pt an d  solve the  problem  of contradictory 

inform ation.59 T he results show  th a t n o t only causal inform ation is

59 E.J. O'Brien, M.L. Rizzella, J.E. Albrecht & J.G. Halleran, op .dt pp. 1200-1210. Some 
experiments used qualifiers in the background information, like "Mary used to be a 
vegetarian," or "Mary is generally a vegetarian." These cases too, slowed the reading
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considered for in tegration  in  the global and  situation  m odel. Instead, any 

a n d  all m em ory-based variables can be re-activated and  integrated no t a t 

the time of perception, b u t  a t the time tha t they becom e relevant 

dram atically. Gaps th en  activate long term  m em ory in  an  attem pt to b ring  

u p  all inform ation tha t could be relevant in  o rd er to come u p  w ith a  

coherent inference, o r  a  bridge. O'Brien, Rizzella, A lbrecht and  H alleran 's 

research show s that inform ation is stored in  long-term  m em ory even if a t 

the time of percep tion  it  seem s to be a  dead  e n d  inform ation (with no 

causal chain im portance). In  other words, the hierarchical nature of 

m em ory storage and  retrieval suggested by  v an  d en  Broek is challenged 

here.60 It is particularly  im portan t to film, since film  communicates via 

m ultiple channels of inform ation, and as I have show n in  chapter 3, these 

channels do  no t alw ays tell the same story. The verbal causal relations 

m ay  be different from  the visual ones, and  the cues of causality m ay be 

m isleading altogether. For instance, in  Silence o f the Lambs (appendix #5, 

see full discussion in  chap ter 3), an  inference is m ade that the FBI is at the 

house of the serial killer. As I have show n earlier the inference is m ade by 

use of the conventions of parallel editing, the inclusion of a title indicating 

the FBI are in  C alum et City, IL, and  the tw o door-bell rings, which connect 

the exterior of the house, w ith  its interior. But these causal relations are

response and showed that readers were activating long term memory, trying to solve a 
conflict with the term "vegetarian" which was already stored.

60 Additionally, R. Elio and F.J. Pelletier showed that when contradicting information was 
presented and belief revision was activated, it was the conditional sentence that was 
abandoned, rather than the ground (non-conditional) sentence. That is, the syntactic and 
logical relations determined belief revision, and not necessarily semantic causality. See 
Ren6e Elio & Francis Jeff Pelletier, "Belief Change as Propositional Update," Cognitive 
Science. Vol. 21 (4) 1997, pp. 419-460.

237

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



negated  w hen  the serial k iller opens the door to reveal C larice (w ho is in  

Ohio), and  is reitera ted  m om en ts later, w hen the FBI b reaks in to  the 

em pty  house in  Illinois. A  causa l inference m odel w h ich  restric ts m em ory 

w ou ld  m ake it very  difficult (an d  slow ) to u n ders tand  h o w  Clarice could 

be  a t the door of the  serial k iller. B ut if other (non-causal a t the time) 

m em ories are available, the aud ience  is able to correct the  inference m uch 

faster and  m ore efficiently. T he  fact th a t Clarice ju st h a d  a n  idea  and  w as 

go ing  to try and  in terv iew  a  d ress m aker, just so th a t she  can  collect 

"support evidence" for the tria l, clearly becomes im p o rtan t w h e n  w e see 

h e r  a t the door of the  serial k iller. T he audience then  realizes th a t w h a t w e 

though t was taking place in  Illinois (at the basem ent of the  serial killer), 

w as actually happen ing  in  O hio. The access to all background  

inform ation in  m em ory, w h ich  is suggested by  O 'Brien, Rizzella, A lbrecht 

a n d  Halleran, also resolves th e  p rob lem  of the reliance o n  language, which 

w as essential for van  d en  B roek 's m odel. If all long-term  m em ory  is 

accessible, then w hether it is re trieved  propositionally, o r pictorially, it is 

available for gap  filling, an d  fo r the  re-organization of the  fabula, or the 

situation m odel.

In the case of a  film  then , gaps activate b o th  v isual a n d  verbal 

m em ories, and  use bo th  of th em  in  a  new  integration of m aterial, tow ards 

a re-organization of the fabula. W e shall now re tu rn  to the  findings of the 

second chapter in  an  a ttem p t to understand  how  filmic g a p  filling 

operates in  practice.
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F illin g-in  Filmic Gaps

In  this section I analyze in  deta il the inference a n d  hypothesis 

p roduction  (gap filling) o f tw o gaps, in  tw o scenes, one from  Dead Poets 

Society and  the other from  Dangerous Liasions. This analysis does n o t 

a ttem pt to be conclusive, o r exhaustive, b u t I  hope th a t i t  show s the m erit 

o f perform ing a  cognitive analysis o f g a p  filling. There are, of course 

m any  other exam ples an d  films th a t cou ld  be analyzed as w ell, so  this 

section should  be read  as an  exam ple o f  such  an  application, a n d  as an  

inv ita tion  to fu rther elaboration on  this d irection  of analysis in  the  future.

Dead Poets Society (Peter W eir, 1989) is a film th a t clim axes in  a  gap. 

The film  focuses on  the life of teenage boys in  an  upscale p rep  school, and  

particularly  the relationship they  develop  w ith  a charism atic a n d  inspiring  

teacher, Jack Keating, (played b y  R obin W illiams). O ne of the m ain  

characters is N eil Perry (played by  R obert Sean Leonard), a  goo d  s tu d en t 

from  a  m odest income hom e, w hose  rea l passion  is theatre. N eil excels in  

school, b u t is still fo rb idden  from  partic ipa ting  in a p lay  by  his rig id  

father. Neil disobeys the fa ther's  o rd ers , and  is extremely successful as 

Puck ("A M idsum m er N ig h f  s D ream "). But the father w alks in  d u rin g  

the play, and  afterw ards he takes N eil hom e an d  inform s h im  th a t he  is to 

be  enrolled  in  an  arm y academ y, so tha t he is taught discipline. In  the 

follow ing scene N eil com m its suicide. B u t director Peter W eir never 

show s the suicide (see append ix  #3). W eir show s us a  series of shots 

lead ing  to the suicide, a n d  a  series o f sho ts after the suicide, a n d  the 

su icide itself is only confirm ed b y  th e  film  m om ents later. The film then  

p resents us w ith a gap, b u t su p p o rts  the su ic ide  hypothesis, o r inference,
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that the  audience develops. I  shall now  exam ine closely the scene, an d  

explain  how  the gap  is being  filled.

The scene starts w ith  a  sho t of N eil stand ing  by  the w indow , 

shirtless, lifting the w indow  w ide  open. Eerie m usic fades in  and  plays 

th roughout the scene un til the m om ent of the suicide. Neil reaches o u t to 

grab  the crow n of thorns (part of his costum e from  the play), and  p u ts  it  

on  his head. In  the nex t m ed ium  close-up (m.c.u. sho t #2) he lowers his 

hands, and  looks dow n. The cam era lingers o n  Neil. W hile w e know  the 

w reath  was a  p ro p  in  the play, the shot creates a n  allusion to prototypical 

im ages of Christ as well. This m etaphor does n o t necessarily operate in  

the surface structure of the text, since w e can  easily connect the shots by  

inferences based on  the idea  that the w rea th  is a  sym bol of the w orld  of 

theatre which N eil is abou t to lose. But once w e realize (moments later) 

that N eil has killed him self, the allusion to C hrist a n d  the idea of 

m artyrdom  em erge qu ite  naturally. M oreover, I believe that even if w e 

d o n 't  consciously th ink  of the Christ m etaphor a t the time of view ing, it 

still prepares us for the suicide in  sublim inal w ays. T hat is, the im age of 

Neil standing a t the w indow  w ith  the w rea th  on  his head  is stored in  

m em ory not just as a section in  a  causal chain  that articulates his 

lam entation over h is theatrical career, b u t also as (at the very least a 

potential for) a m etaphor abou t m artyrdom . T he im age does not 

necessarily foreshadow  the suicide, bu t is readily  available to su p p o rt th e  

suicide hypothesis, som ething  th a t w ould  be  unlikely  in  van  den  Broek's 

m odel.
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The scene continues w ith  a series of dose-up  shots (3-9) on  door

knob m oving, door opening, feet on  the  floor, key, and  a  d raw er opening, 

hands retrieving a w rapped  object, a n d  a  p a n  shot from  a  d resse r to a  

d o se-up  sho t of the father sleeping. A ll these shots are film ed in  the d a rk  

of the n ight, and  are obscured by  the lack of light and  the fact th a t m any 

of them  are dose-up  shots. W hile the  objects in  the shots can  be identified, 

it is u n d e a r  w hich space w e are in  a t any  g iven  m om ent, w hose feet and  

hands w e see, and  w hat is being re trieved  from  the locked d esk  draw er. 

T hat is, w hile the image processing a t the ventral stream  (object 

recognition) is m ore or less readily  available, the dorsal stream  activity 

(placing these objects in  relations to one another) is m uch  m ore difficult to 

p in  point, and  the m apping of space, action, and  w ho carries the action is 

a t best obscure o r ambiguous. M oreover, the gun  is never seen, as it is 

w rapped  in  d o th . It features in  one sho t of this sequence (shot 9), w hen  it 

is being pu lled  ou t of the draw er, an d  the cam era zoom s o u t to reveal Neil 

sitting a t a  desk holding the w rapped  object in  the dark. There is no d u e  

a t this po in t that the object is a gun, a n d  there are no visual features tha t 

can enable us to come up w ith  recognition (a deconstruction in to  geons) or 

a  hypothesis that this is a gun. This sequence of seven shots does no t lend  

itself to a connectivity that can inform  an  inference. The shots seem  

som ew hat dis-connected (both spatially  an d  dram atically), so ra the r th an  

m oving the narrative forward, an d  together w ith  the eerie m usic, they 

resu lt in  a sense of vague an tidpa tion  of som e dram atic event, ra ther than  

a d e a r  observation that one is taking place.
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In  the  n e x t sho t (#10) the father ab rup tly  w akes u p  as if from  a  b ad  

dream , a n d  th e  m usic stops. H e m urm urs som eth ing  ab o u t a  sound , b u t  

g iven  th a t w e h a v e n 't  heard  anything, w e first a ttr ib u te  h is  concern to a 

b a d  d ream . H ere  w e assum e that w e have b e tter m eans to m ake an  

inference th an  he does. W e have n o t heard  any th ing , a n d  given th a t he 

w as asleep, w e  assum e th a t w e are cognitively b e tte r  inform ed (after all, 

w e are aw ake. ..). B ut the father is haun ted , an d  he proceeds to m ove 

th ro u g h  the  house , tu rn ing  on  the lights everyw here  he  goes. H is search  

(shots 11-22) is done in  full light, an d  unlike N eil's  fragm en ted  and  d a rk  

journey , the fa th e r 's  is sho t m ostly in  w ide-angle shots. W e have p len ty  of 

v isual inform ation: N eil's room  is em pty, the w re a th  still o n  the open  

w in d o w  sill, ha llw ays em pty, and  finally the office is clear and  quiet, b u t 

the fa ther sm ells som ething (shot #18). W hile the p rev io u s sequence w as 

full of am biguous an d  difficult to d iscern  inform ation , the father's 

sequence is v isually  available, b u t vo id  of the n arra tiv e  conclusion w e are 

looking for. Finally, in  sho t 20, the father (now  s tan d in g  in  the office) 

starts m oving  to  his right, the cam era cuts to his p o in t of v iew  shot (#21), 

w hich  in  a  p a n  m ovem ent reveals the g u n  on  the floor. The cam era keeps 

pan n in g  right, as  if the father is m oving to the right, a n d  a n  arm  is seen  on  

the floor. In  sh o t #22 the father jum ps forw ard, b u t the  cam era is shooting 

in  slow  m otion , so his m ovem ent tow ards the desk  is stre tched  in  time.

W e never see N e il o n  the floor, an d  w e are only in fo rm ed  o f his death  in  

the follow ing scene, in  w hich the kids a t the do rm  a re  w ak ing  each o ther 

u p  w ith  the n e w s  that N eil is dead. Still, the w ord  su ic ide  is m entioned
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only m uch  later in  the film, w h en  K eaton  (the charismatic teacher), is 

abou t to be  fired.

The gap  (the suicide) occurs b e tw een  shot 9b (Neil sitting  a t  the 

desk  silhouetted) and sho t 10a, w h e n  the father wakes u p  abruptly . The 

filling in  of the gap  occurs som etim e betw een  shot 10, and  sho t 21 (in 

w hich  w e see the gun  and  h an d  o n  the  floor). By the tim e sho t 21 occurs, 

w e are n o t surprised, b u t can (partially) confirm  the suspicion th a t N eil 

sho t him self. But given that this in fo rm ation  (suicide hypothesis) is never 

p rov ided  in  the surface structure  of the text, our hypothesis originates 

from  a com plex, m ostly h igh-order opera tion  on  inform ation available.

V an-den Broek suggests th a t w h en  w e process a text w e try  to 

connect adjacent events to one another. As I have show n above, the shots 

in  the sequence leading to the gap  d o  no t connect well w ith  one another, 

an d  the gap  presents a real ru p tu re , a  b reak  in  the narrative flow. If 

necessity an d  sufficiency conditions (of cause and  effect) cannot be m et, 

v an  den  Broek suggests tha t w e search  m em ory for m issing inform ation  

tha t w ill enable us to reinstate a  causal relation  and m ake a  b ridg ing  

inference. But the scene above does n o t y ield  itself to those k inds of 

explicit causal relations either. N eil h as n o t been  suicidal th ro u g h o u t the 

film , there w as no  m ention tha t the fa th e r ow ned  a gun, and  N eil's  love of 

theatre  (and his father's anger a t that) d id  no t provide the m ain  d ram atic  

conflict of the film. There are no d irec t inferences that can be m ade  based  

o n  a  m em ory  search then. M oreover, the facts that Tom  forbade N eil to 

participate  in  the play, that N eil d isobeyed  his father's orders, a n d  th a t he 

is abou t to be enrolled in  an  arm y school could possibly lead to a
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hypothesis that N eil is leaving hom e, and  that the w rap p ed  package is 

saved m oney. But as I shall show  shortly, there are reasons w hy  this 

hypothesis is less likely to emerge.

V an d en  Broek suggests that in  those cases w here  previous textual 

inform ation is unavailable, w e retreat to ou r naive know ledge of the 

w orld, thus engaging in  a process that he calls elaboration, a  process that 

brings in  extra-textual inform ation in  o rder to create the bridge, or fill in  

the gap. Literary a n d  film  theorists discuss an  in term ediate  stage betw een 

the long-term  m em ory of the text, and  the general w orld-know ledge, one 

tha t relies on  know ledge of the genre, and  of dram atic  texts altogether. 

T raditional dram a, as already  identified by the Greeks, contains a set of 

dram atic conflicts tha t are usually  resolved, b u t no t before a  climax 

occurs. In  the sub-genre of prep-school films, a tragedy  often occurs, and 

it is likely to evolve a ro u n d  the unfulfilled hopes an d  passions of one of 

the teenage protagonists of the film.

Based on these generic norm s, it is likely that w hile view ing the 

Dead Poets Society, audiences develop an expectation that som ething 'h a d "  

w ill happen  to one of the protagonists. This vague expectation finds a 

hom e in  the suicide hypothesis, and  guides the process that leads to this 

choice as the preferred  inference (over the "escaped hom e" hypothesis, for 

instance). But this account of gap  filling still seems unsatisfactory. It at 

best provides us w ith  a general direction for hypothesis production, bu t 

does not explain how  over the sp an  of 10 shots (at m ost) w e have come to 

the conclusion that N eil killed himself. I believe tha t the specificity of the
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hypothesis h a s  to do  w ith  a strong re liance onbo ttom -up  percep tion  of 

the film ic in fo rm ation  in  the scene.

The d ram a tic  inform ation in  th e  scene is conveyed alm ost entirely  

by  v isual m ean s  (there are  a couple o f verbal exchanges be tw een  the  

father and  m o th e r, b u t  they are n o t v e ry  inform ative, tha t is, th e  father 

doesn 't tell h e r  w h a t he  thinks he h eard , a n d  w hy he is up). This v isual 

inform ation is  a rranged  (both in  term s of fram ing, shooting, a n d  editing) 

to su p p o rt th e  suicide hypothesis. T he im age of Neil as P u c k /C h ris t sets 

the a tm osphere  of the scene. The d isjo in ted  series of d a rk  and  close shots 

that follow s resists full cognitive processing , and  therefore su p p o rt the 

sense of loom ing  danger. The fact th a t w e see the gun, b u t  canno t know  

that it is a  g u n  (since it is concealed) p reven ts  us from connecting all the 

previous sho ts  in  a  coherent causal chain , b u t  instead gives the im pression  

that the sequence is likely to cu lm inate in  a  (yet unknow n) clim ax. The 

visually am biguous na tu re  of the sequence prevents us from  an ticipating  

w hat this clim ax is going  to be, b u t p rep a res  us for its com ing, a n d  

ensures that w e  are n o t surprised, b u t  read y  to jum p to conclusions. The 

ab rup t end  o f m usic  and  the father's ju m p  punctuate  the prev ious 

sequence, a n d  as the search  sequence begins, the audience realizes (based 

o n  generic conventions) tha t the scene is b o u n d  to end in  tragedy. It is 

then th a t the su ic ide  hypothesis form ulates, an d  w hen w e see the  g u n  and  

the hand  on th e  floor, it is nearly confirm ed  (Neil could still be ju st 

w ounded).

The o th e r  m ajor support for th is hypothesis comes from  the  eerie 

m usic, w hich  stops a t the m om ent of the  suicide, and  returns w h e n  the
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fa ther sees the gun. In  the  f irs t 9 sho ts then, the m usic seem s to indicate  a  

loom ing danger, o r tragedy. B u t w h en  the m usic re tu rn s in  sh o t #21, it 

becom es clear that it s tood  in  fo r N eil's  m ental state, h is decision  to kill 

him self, or for the suicide itself.

I strongly believe th a t has the suicide hypothesis b een  solely a  

resu lt of high-order cognitive activities — based m ostly  o n  causal sets of 

previously  processed an d  categorized  textual inform ation  a n d  w orld  

know ledge — it w ou ld  have b e e n  vaguer, and  w ould  n o t have  em erged  so 

sm oothly du ring  the fa ther's  search  sequence. But atten tiveness to v isual 

detail, and  the ability to re-focus an d  re-in terpret it  w h en  the  narra tive  

conditions change, is a key to the  success of the gap  filling  practices o f this 

scene. W hat is required  here  is n o t ju s t openness to bo ttom -up  

inform ation, b u t an  u n d e rs tan d in g  th a t visual in form ation  is no t 

processed cognitively in  the sam e w ays that language is. The concealed 

object, for instance, is categorized  as such: an  object that cou ld  be  a g un , a  

w alle t w ith money, o r any n u m b er of other objects. It is assum ed  th a t this 

v isual m em ory will be im p o rtan t narratively, b u t it is n o t classified as p a rt 

o f a particular propositional (or even  m eaningful in  D retske 's 

term inology) object. It is s to red  as an  am biguous object, like m uch  of the 

item s in  the dark  shots p reced ing  it, a n d  is assum ed that the in form ation  

cou ld  become im portan t a n d  explicit a t  a  later point. V isual re

organization works by being able to retrieve im ages from  m em ory, im ages 

tha t m ay have no t been  classified an d  categorized a t the tim e of 

perception, b u t are being d e te rm ined  a t the time of this la te r cognitive 

operation, the one of gap  filling. The scene is effective (th a t is, n o t
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confusing) an d  elegan t because h igh-order operations w ork  in  tandem  

w ith  bottom -up perception .

Dangerous Liasions (Stephen Frears, 1988) is a  d ram a (based o n  the 

epistolary novel b y  C hoderlos de L ados) se t in  18th century France. The 

film  tells the story  of tw o aristocrats an d  ex-lovers, the M arquise De 

M erteuil and  the  V icom te D e V alm ont (p layed  by  G lenn Close and  John 

M alkovitch respectively). The two have  a n  elaborate scheme of sexual 

pursu its and  seductions (set in  a so rt of com petition  betw een the two of 

them ) that is su p p o sed  to eventually lead  them  to have sex w ith one 

another once m ore. The film  keeps the aud ience in  an  epistemically 

privileged position w ith  regards to the p lans of the two, and  therefore at 

an  advantageous perspective  w ith  reg ard  to all o ther characters in  the 

film, particularly th e  objects of the schem es. In  the three scenes discussed 

below  Valmont is try ing  to seduce a  d ev o u t Christian, an d  a m arried 

w om an, Mme. De T ourvel (played b y  M ichelle Pfeifer). Mme. De Tourvel 

seem s to be quite d isg u sted  w ith  V alm ont a n d  his reputation, and  the film  

never lets the aud ience know  w hat she th inks o r  feels aside from w hat we 

see happening d u rin g  their encounters. The film  then  posits a gap w ith  

regards to how  M m e. D e Tourvel feels tow ards Valm ont. In  other w ords, 

M me. De Tourvel does n o t reveal h er cards, a n d  the audience cannot 

deduce a hypothesis abou t her fu ture p lans, or abou t her present 

emotions, by relying on  the textual inform ation  p rov ided  by the film. 

U sing generic conventions, the audience m ay assum e that in  such a  d ram a 

characters are doom ed  to fall in  love w ith  one another, b u t Mme. De 

T ourvel's actions a n d  behav io r do n o t su p p o rt o r  negate this expectation.
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The first scene d iscussed  (appendix #4, seduction# 1) focuses on  the 

daily  w alk the M adam e takes th ro u g h  the gardens of V a lm o n t's  a u n t  

A gainst her will, V alm ont jo ins h e r o n  the w alk an d  they h a v e  a  short 

argum en t about w ho incrim inated  his nam e in  her eyes. T he scene  

consists of a short in troducto ry  sh o t (#1), and a lengthy sho t (#2) in  w hich 

the tw o of them  are w alking o n  a p a th , the cam era tracking b a c k  ahead  of 

them . The shot design  keeps the flustered  Mme. De Tourvel i n  the 

foreground, while V alm ont is changing  from  her righ t to the le f t  side, six 

o r seven times, w alking slightly  beh ind  her. Mme. De T ou rve l w alks 

stra igh t ahead, and  refuses to  look back a t him. She is cen tered , tries to 

stay  focused, and  her body language  conveys a sense of se lf-pu rpose  and  

dignity . Valmont, on  the o ther h and , seem s m entally erratic ( th ro u g h  his 

dialogue), and visually unstab le  (jum ping from  righ t fram e to le f t fram e 

continually), always trying to catch  u p  w ith  Mme. De T ourvel.

In  a later scene in  the film  (A ppendix #4, seduction #2) th e  tw o are 

seen again  walking together. The cam era (shots 1,3) is in  the sa m e  

position  as in the previous scene, tracking back w hile the tw o a re  w alking 

tow ards it. The scene is fram ed  w ith  a  voice-over of Valm ont, rea d in g  a 

le tter he  w rote to the M arquise D e M erteuil (who is seen re a d in g  it) about 

his progress w ith M adam e D e Tourvel. The voice over ind ica tes that 

M me. De Tourvel has accepted his love, and  that they go on  a  d a ily  w alk 

o n  "the p a th  of no return ." T he cam era cuts to the walk, and  V alm on t is 

flattering Mme. De Tourvel, telling her he has changed significantly  u n d e r 

h e r C hristian influence. The aud ience know s he is lying, as w e  see h im  

spending  his time seducing a  teenage girl, or going back to P a ris , for
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rendez-vous w ith  sexual partners. Mme. De T ourvel laughs w hen  V alm ont 

says that he  is "m ore celibate th an  a m onk," b u t i t  is  unc lear w hether she 

believes h im  o r not. T here is still no indication as to  h e r  em otional state, 

n o t verbally or by  h e r  b o d y  language. But the v isua l structure  of the scene 

suggests that the seduction  p la n  is advancing. In  th is scene, Mme. de  

Tourvel an d  V alm ont are  w alk ing  side by  side, th u s  he  gains visual 

pow er, stability, respectability , and  m ore im portan tly , he  is presen ted  on  

the  same visual p lane  as her. This subtle visual s tru c tu re  conveys the 

m essage tha t the affair is o n  its w ay, and fills in  a n a rra tiv e  gap  as to Mme. 

D e Tourvel's feelings. W hen  the  voice over of V alm ont re tu rns a t the end  

of the scene saying "I feel she is inches from  su rren d er,"  the audience is 

n o t surprised, b u t p rep ared .

The sequence culm inates a  little w hile la ter w ith  an  indoor scene in 

w hich Mme. De T ourvel adm its that she has fallen  in  love w ith  Valmont. 

In  the scene V alm ont finds a  rare  opportunity  to sp eak  w ith  the M adam e 

alone, and  he  uses it to p u sh  h e r to a break-dow n. B ut even  before she 

adm its her love, the v isua l structure  conveys it to u s. To s ta rt w ith, Mme. 

D e Tourvel is no t as se lf-assured  anym ore, an d  w hile  h e r sense of purpose 

a n d  direction w as firm  o n  the first two walks, she n o w  struggles to ga in  

h e r  strength, tu rn ing  aw ay  from  Valm ont aim lessly (shot lb , lc , Id , lg , 

lh ) . H er unfocused m ovem en t around  the fram e a n d  a ro u n d  V alm ont is 

com pounded by  his m ove  a ro u n d  her. From  the beg in n in g  of shot 1, 

V alm ont places h im self b e h in d  her, and  he follows h e r  a ro u n d  un til le . In  

I f  Valm ont starts circling a ro u n d  the M adam e, a n d  she  a ro u n d  him . The 

dizzying m ovem ent is fu rth er em phasized by  the cam era  m ovem ent,
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w hich  pans w ith  M m e. D e T ourvel to the righ t an d  to the left of the room. 

The cam era then, w hich  m irro red  Mme. de T ourvel's sense of direction 

an d  dedication in  the sym m etric  shots in  the garden , is n o w  m irroring her 

crum bling m ental and  em otional state. T hroughout the first shot, the 

cam era and  V alm ont m anage to visually trap Mme. d e  Tourvel betw een 

them  (he usually  sligh tly  beh ind , the cam era blocking her m ovem ent 

forw ard), and  by  the e n d  o f the sh o t she looks like a  trap p ed  anim al, a 

p rey . The scene concludes w ith  a series of 6 over the shou lder shots, and  

in  shot num ber 5, she finally  looks a t his eyes and  says "yes," thus 

adm itting she loves h im . But her adm ission seem s redundan t, as the 

audience already know s M m e. D e Tourvel loves Valm ont, because the 

v isual narra tion  has a lready  to ld  us so.

The gap  in  Dangerous Liasions is very different th an  the gap  in  Dead 

Poets Society. W hile the la tte r film  never show s the suicide, the former 

actually provides all the  in form ation  needed in  o rder to m ake inferences 

abou t Mme. D e T ourvel's  feelings. But this inform ation is p rov ided  

visually, and  even w ith in  the v isual track it is done n o t by  overt body 

language or action, b u t b y  subtle m etaphorical relationships betw een 

cam era-w ork and  character. I therefore call this k ind  of gap  a n  illusory 

gap, one that p rovides the  necessary inform ation to m ake inferences, bu t 

does not m ake us consciously aw are that it does so. In  the following 

paragraphs, w ith  the a id  of the cognitive m aterial o n  visual an d  verbal 

perception, I explain w h y  the illusory gaps seem  real, or pass as real ones.

As I described in  the  second chapter, natural languages are based 

o n  a  lexicon of w ords, w h ich  s tand  in  for objects or concepts in  the world.
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The signs (w ords) which represent signifieds are arbitrary a n d  abstract, 

and have b een  coded to signify concepts as a  result of a  long  social and  

historical process. N atural language perception therefore requires high- 

order m echanism s such as categorization, m atching to previously stored  

items, and  the  decoding and  encoding of phonem es, m orphem es, and  

syntax, to fo rm  o r understand m eaningful (semantic) m essages. 

Philosophers, objectivist linguists a n d  cognitive linguists argue about the 

nature of the relationship betw een the structural aspects of language 

(phonem es, m orphem es and  syntax), an d  semantics. Particularly, m uch  

debate has b een  focused on w hether sem antics is independent of syntax 

(the objectivist view) or w hether it influences syntax and  o ther structural 

aspects of language, and  particularly  of language use. These positions 

have m any consequences on  our understand ing  of perception and  

cognition of language, because they presuppose different sets of necessary 

m ental operations a t work. Either w ay, though, language is delivered 

linearly, an d  it is based on propositional-like sets of subject, object, action, 

etc. Cognitive perception of language then  also necessitates the use of 

h igh-order cognitive m echanisms th a t translates language in to  these 

propositional sets. These operations also m ake language com prehension 

more consciously available to the perceiver. That is, given that w ords 

need to be  decoded, then m atched to lexicon items in  m em ory, and  

content of sentences has to be classified in  logical cause an d  effect 

relations, the  aw areness to the perceptual processes is relatively high. As 

an example, if a  person  hears a w ord  she does not know, it is d e a r  to that 

person that th is w ord  was no t learned an d  does not exist in  their lexicon.
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O ne then  m ay a ttem p t to u n ders tand  the w o rd  by  inferring  from  the 

context (realizing it is a  noun , o r a verb, etc.), o r one m ay learn  the content 

by  a  m etaphorical process (th rough  a d ictionary o r asking another 

person). It is clear th o u g h  th a t u n til one know s w h a t the sign  stands for, 

com prehension is likely to be  ham pered.

Visual percep tion  a n d  cognition, o n  the o ther hand , operates in  

qu ite  different w ays. Im ages are no t learned  in  the  sam e w ay that 

language is. As D retske has claim ed, w e have the ability to have 

m eaningful percep tion  — discern  objects, m ovem ent, spatial relations, etc. 

~  w ithou t need ing  to k n o w  w h a t these things are b y  nam e. That is, seeing 

m ay  not necessarily requ ire  p repositional configuration  of the m aterial 

perceived in  o rder to b e  m eaningful. U pon seeing a n  im age w e are 

overw helm ed by  a  m ultip licity  of inform ation th a t needs to be processed. 

A s I have show n in  chap ter 2, som e of it is processed  linearly (for instance 

by  looking for patterns), b u t som e aspects of the im age are  processed 

holistically. The visual field  is also processed in  tw o different parallel 

tracks, the ventral a nd  the  dorsal streams. The ven tra l stream  is 

responsible for object recognition, while the dorsal s tream  deals w ith 

spatial relations. Object recognition  is done m ostly  by  som e abstraction 

in to  prototypes, or basic shapes like geons. But the relations betw een the 

objects in  the v isual field  are  complex. A  large v isual environm ent is 

m apped  by  a t least two v isual searches: one focuses on  group ing  objects 

in to  distinct g roups th a t are m ore  easily an d  speedily  processed; bu t a t the 

sam e time, the visual field  is scanned for features th a t need  individual 

processing. In  a  film, a space is usually categorized after a  quick serial
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scan (a ro o m  in  Paris, a  train sta tion  in  the W est), and the focus is tu rn ed  

tow ards action, objects that dram atically  s tan d  out, and  clues for fu rth e r 

narrative developm ent. W hile action  in  film can easily be  sum m arized  in  

propositional sets (who d id  w h a t to w hom ), an d  it lends itself to a  linear 

reading, as i t  is se t in  a tem poral axis, the  res t of the visual p roperties do  

no t necessarily  lend  themselves to these  linear, cause-and-effect 

procedures. The perception of im ages th en  requires a set of very  d ifferen t 

cognitive capacities, and  m uch  of it opera tes from  the bottom -up, ra th e r 

than from  the top-dow n. Im ages are  n o t abstracted and  conceptualized  in  

order to be  perceived  and  com prehended. T hey are seen "as is" a n d  

processed as such. But this bo ttom -up  seeing, of holistic, ra ther th an  

propositional netw orks, has an  effect o n  the level of aw areness w e have  of 

visual perception. Unlike language, w h ich  is learnt and  codified, the 

perception o f im ages seem  to function  in  autom atic and  unconscious 

ways, an d  as view ers w e are therefore less aw are  of its cognitive 

processing for h igher o rder operations.

In  ad d itio n  to the differences in  perception, some differences have 

also b een  no ted  in  the m em ory storage m echanism s of v isual and  verbal 

inform ation. W hile the verbal in fo rm ation  is already codified an d  

abstracted, a n d  therefore can quite  sm ooth ly  be categorized in  m em ory  

for storage, there  is a big debate ab o u t the  n a tu re  of visual m em ories. B ut 

w hether they are  propositional or dep ictive  w hile stored in  m em ory, w e  

now  have en o u g h  evidence tha t w h en  retrieved, visual m em ories a re  u sed  

as descrip tions an d  no t as p ropositional sets. T hat is, while w e retrieve a 

visual m em ory , w e operate on  it w ith  the  sam e m echanism s as a t the  tim e
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of perception, nam ely those th a t u se  attention to  b o th  holistic an d  analog 

information- A t the tim e of retrieval then, w e are again  relying on  bottom - 

u p  processes, m ore than  on  to p -d o w n  beliefs, an d  w ell form ulated  

structures (like syntax, lexicon, logic, etc.). This da ta  leads to the 

conclusion that w e are less consciously aw are of v isual processing than we 

are of verbal messages. C onsciously aw are or not, how ever, the visual 

cues are  cognitively processed a n d  affect our judgem ents abou t the events 

that happened a n d /o r  are ab o u t to happen.

W hile w atching the seduction  scenes in  Dangerous Liasions we 

receive and  process the visual cues tha t lead us to believe tha t Mme. De 

Tourvel is falling in  love w ith  V a lm o n t The visual cues (those of body 

language, camera work, etc.) a re  processed  from  the bo ttom -up , and  result 

in  the high-order belief that M m e. de Tourvel has fallen in  love w ith  

V alm ont. But because of the un aw are  nature of visual perception, we are 

unable to pinpoint w hy w e com e u p  w ith  this particu lar inference, and  we 

therefore assume that there w as an  inform ational gap. But as I have 

show n above, a  gap d id  n o t exist, an d  hence the term , illusory  gaps.

Sum m ary

In  this chapter I have sh o w n  that reception theories focus o n  either 

how  the text constitutes the read in g  process (bottom -up approach), or on 

how  the perceiver constitutes the text (top-dow n operations). But through 

num erous examples I have sh o w n  th a t perception an d  in terp reta tion  are 

n o t distinct and separate activities, b u t are in ter-dependen t on  one
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another. As a n  exam ple of com prehension a n d  in terp reta tion  practices I 

focused on  the phenom enon of gap  filling.

The analysis of two scenes th a t em ploy gaps (from Dead Poets 

Society and  Dangerous Liasions) show s th a t the activ ity  of the perceiver is 

com plex and  depends bo th  on bottom -up p e rcep tio n  of visual and  

audito ry  inform ation, an d  on top-dow n assum ptions about the genre, a n d  

the nature  of d ram a in  general. W hile in te rp re ta tio n  requires h igh-order 

cognitive operations — such as re-organization of s to ry  data in  cause a n d  

effect structures, retrieval from m em ory of past even ts, speculation, a n d  

hypotheses p roduction  — it nevertheless operates in  tandem  w ith  bottom - 

u p  perceptions, a n d  is very sensitive, an d  very re a d y  to adjust to the new  

flow  of textual inform ation. In addition, I have sh o w n  that the channel of 

inform ation (i.e., v isual or verbal) affects the p e rcep tio n  and cognition of 

tha t inform ation, and  determ ines w hether w e categorize a dram atic 

am biguity  as a  gap. Given that w e are less consciously aware of visual 

inform ation processing, w e m ay assum e that a  g ap  exists, while the 

d ram atic  inform ation is actually p resented, only v ia  a  less aw are channel 

of inform ation. I call this case illusory gaps, one th a t  is assum ed by top- 

d o w n  assum ptions, b u t is not present at the level of th e  cinematic style. 

W hether illusory or real, bridging the gaps relies on  th e  inform ation 

available to m em ory, w hich in  turn , relies on  the specific channel of 

perception. G aps are  therefore a good exam ple of h o w  bottom -up 

perceptions in teract w ith  top-dow n assum ptions to y ie ld  interpretations.
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C onclusion

In  this conclusion I w ill f irs t g ive a  general sum m ary of the  thesis, 

th en  a sho rt description of the  p a rticu la r da im s m ade in  each chap ter, and  

finally I w ill briefly discuss som e of the possible applications of such  

da im s, o r suggestions of extensions of this research to fu tu re  projects.

T hesis

M any film  and  literary theorists have tried to articulate the  

relationship betw een  the perceiver an d  the text. The follow ing quo te  by  

Francesco Casetti is one typical exam ple:

By connecting sparse cues in  o rd er to build  u p  a character or place; 

by provid ing  a fram ew ork in  w hich  the data are g iven  their full 

value (e.g. suggestiveness o f genre  labels); by scanning v isua l 

pa tterns w ithin  the fram e to  g rasp  the essential and  d iscard  the 

unim portant; by filling the gaps in  the narrative to restore  the 

com pleteness of the sto ry  (frequently  the unseen is essential in  

explaining w hat seem s m anifest). The view er lives in  the  film  [ .. .] 

The spectator commits h im /h e rse lf  to view ing.1 

B ut Casetti cannot explain w hy o r how  the spectator lives in  the  film, or 

w h a t exactly is the m eaning of com m itting to  the view ing experience. 

W hether looking a t the in teraction betw een  the perceiver and  tex t as 

dom inated  by  the perceiver7s activ ity  (as Casetti does), o r as cu ed

1 Francesco Casetti, “Looking for the Spectator,” Iris 1,2, (1983), 24-25.

256

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



prim arily, or solely, b y  the  text (as the  structuralists do), m ost theorists do  

n o t give com prehensive accounts o f the na tu re  o f this interaction.

In this d isserta tion  I have claim ed tha t cognitive science research — 

particularly research  o n  the  issues of perception of tex tual information, 

a n d  of high o rd er cognitive activities such as the  o rgan ization  of the 

narrative (m uch in  C asetti's  spirit) — can shed  lig h t o n  the m atter. In  

particular, I have  show ed  that b o th  in  the organ ization  of textual m aterial 

(narration), an d  in  the  decoding  of story events (com prehension), bottom - 

u p  perceptions an d  top -dow n  expectations in te rac t in  complex, and  inter

dependen t w ays.

I have also m ade  a  second claim, one tha t has also em erged ou t of 

research in  cognitive science. The claim is th a t differences in  the 

perception and  cognition of im ages and  of n a tu ra l languages are 

significant for m any cognitive operations p erfo rm ed  o n  tha t information, 

an d  thus for film  com prehension. Language is abstract, highly coded, 

processed serially, an d  sto red  in  m em ory b o th  in  categories and in 

propositional sets. Im ages, on  the other hand, are  p rocessed  both 

holistically an d  serially, a re  probably abstracted fo r storage in  m em ory, 

b u t are  used as depictive representations a t the tim e of h ig h  order 

cognitive m ental operations. These cognitive differences m ay seem 

sensible and reasonable if one thinks of the m any  differences betw een 

language and  im ages. B ut the differences in  the percep tion  and  cognition 

of language an d  im ages pose  a  problem  to film theory. Structuralism , 

semiotics and  film  narrato logy  have all em erged o u t of literary  and 

linguistic m odels, an d  h ave  thus struggled to ad d ress  the cinematic im age
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in  its o w n  right. As a  result, a  full account of film 's (linguistic, musical, 

an d  image,) perception has n o t been  proposed. C ognitive film  theorists 

have done m uch to address the  problem s of sem iotic an d  linguistic based 

theories, b u t have, as a  result, trea ted  cinema as a  v isual m edium , w ithout 

addressing  its linguistic attributes. In  this thesis I have a ttem pted  to 

account for the interaction of im ages and  natural languages, an d  how  

together these two different tracks of inform ation narra te  film. In  

particular, I have tried  to account for some of the im pact of the m aterial 

choice of narrative inform ation (i.e., image o r language) to inference 

m aking, hypotheses production , and  other activities associated w ith  

com prehension. I believe th a t a cognitive understanding  of film 's sense 

experience and  of narrative com prehension greatly enhances our 

understand ing  of the filmic m edium , and  sheds light on  areas of 

percep tion  and spectatorship that have not been explored before. In  the 

follow ing pages I shall briefly recount some of the m ore specific 

conclusions of this thesis, conclusions which support the two claims I 

m ade above.

C hap ter Sum m ary

In  the first chapter I dem onstra ted  the problem  w ith  film  

narratology, namely, that it  relies too heavily on literary narratology, and 

therefore tends to ignore o r sim plify the discussion on  the  actual m aterial 

filmic presentation, that is, im ages and  sounds. T hrough  a  discussion of 

the concepts of focalization, enunciation and po in t of view , I have show n 

tha t w ha t m ight apply  for litera ture  does not hold in  the case of film.
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In  the  seco n d  chap ter I rev iew ed lite ra tu re  from  cognitive sciences, 

in  an  a ttem p t to  po rtray  the differences in  the perception, cognitive 

processing, a n d  m em ory storage of im ages a n d  language. To su m  u p  

som e of the conclusions from  this chapter: n a tu ra l languages are based  o n  

a  lexicon of w o rd s , w hich  stand  in  for objects o r concepts in  the w orld.

The signs (w ords) w hich  represen t signifieds are  arb itrary  and  abstract, 

and  have b e en  coded  to signify concepts as a  resu lt of a  long social an d  

historical p rocess. N a tu ra l language percep tion  therefore requires h ig h  

order m echanism s such  as categorization, m atch ing  to previously sto red  

items, and  the  decod ing  an d  encoding o f phonem es, m orphem es, an d  

syntax, to fo rm  o r u n d ers tan d  m eaningful (sem antic) messages. Language 

is delivered  linearly , an d  it is based on  propositional-like sets of subject, 

object, action, etc. Cognitive perception of language then  also necessitates 

the use of h ig h -o rd e r cognitive m echanism s tha t translate  language in to  

these p ropositiona l sets. These operations also m ake language 

com prehension m ore consciously available to the perceiver. That is, g iven  

that w ords n e ed  to be  decoded, then  m atched  to lexicon items in  m em ory, 

and  content of sen tences has to be classified in  logical cause and  effect 

relations, the aw areness to the perceptual processes is relatively high.

V isual p e rcep tio n  and  cognition, o n  the o ther hand, operate in  

quite d ifferent w ays. Im ages are no t learned  in  the sam e way that 

language is. A s D retske has claimed, w e h av e  the ability to have 

m eaningful p e rcep tio n  — discern  objects, m ovem ent, spatial relations, etc.

— w ithout n e ed in g  to know  w hat these th ings are  by  nam e. That is, seeing 

may no t necessarily  requ ire  propositional configuration  of the m aterial
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perceived  in  o rder to be m eaningful. U p o n  seeing an  im age w e are 

overw helm ed  b y  a m ultiplicity of in fo rm ation  tha t needs to be processed. 

As I  have  show n  in  chapter 2, som e of i t  is processed linearly (for instance 

by  looking  for patterns), b u t som e aspects of the im age are processed 

holistically. W hile action in  film can  easily b e  sum m arized  in  

p ropositional sets (who d id  w h a t to w hom ), an d  it lends itself to a linear 

read ing , as i t  is se t in  a tem poral axis, the  res t of the visual p roperties do 

n o t necessarily  lend  themselves to these  linear, cause-and-effect 

p rocedures. The perception of im ages th en  requires a set of very  different 

cognitive capacities, and m uch  of it opera tes from  the bottom -up, ra ther 

than  from  the top-dow n. But this b o ttom -up  seeing, of holistic, ra ther 

than  p ropositional networks, has an  effect o n  the level of aw areness w e 

have of v isual perception. Unlike language, w hich  is learn t a n d  codified, 

the percep tion  of images seem  to function  in  autom atic and  unconscious 

w ays, an d  as view ers we are therefore less aw are  of its cognitive 

processing for h igher order operations.

In  add ition  to the differences in  perception , some differences have 

also b e en  n o ted  in  the m em ory storage m echanism s of v isual a n d  verbal 

inform ation. W hile the verbal in form ation  is a lready codified and  

abstracted, a n d  therefore can quite sm ooth ly  be categorized in  m em ory 

for storage, there is a  big debate abou t the n a tu re  of visual m em ories. But 

w he ther they are propositional o r depictive w hile stored in  m em ory, w e 

now  h ave  enough  evidence that w h en  re trieved , visual m em ories are u sed  

as descrip tions and  not as propositional sets. T hat is, while w e retrieve a 

v isual m em ory, w e operate on  it w ith  the  sam e m echanism s as a t the time
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of perception, nam ely those th a t use attention to b o th  holistic an d  analog 

inform ation. A t the tim e of retrieval then, w e are again  relying on  bottom- 

u p  processes, m ore than  o n  top  dow n beliefs, an d  w ell form ulated 

structures (like syntax, lexicon, logic, etc.). This d a ta  leads to the 

conclusion tha t w e are less consciously aw are of v isual processing than we 

are of verbal messages. Consciously aw are or not, how ever, the visual 

cues are cognitively processed and  affect o u r judgem ents about the events 

that h appened  a n d /o r  are abou t to happen.

W ith the insight about the differences betw een  the cognitive 

processing of im ages an d  natural language, I set o u t in  the th ird  chapter to 

propose a  cognitive extension to structural m odels of film  narration. First, 

I show ed som e fundam ental problem s w ith  film  sem iotics, and  

particularly  w ith  its articulation by Christian M etz. Semiotics em erged as 

a  field related  to linguistics a t the tu rn  of the century. Sem iotidans 

a ttem pted  to explain all s ign  system s (linguistic, visual, sign  language, 

body-language, etc.,) as based  on  the sam e structu ra l elem ents. A  sign is 

com prised of a signifier (a representation), a  signified (an idea  being 

com m unicated), and  a  conventional practice that b inds them  together.

A nd  w hile it is easy to see this system  at w ork  w ith  na tu ra l languages, it is 

ha rder to apply  it to im ages. Im ages are no t conventionalized like 

language, an d  they do  no t require for their d ed p h e rin g  the know ledge of 

a  lexicon. Using m any exam ples from  cognitive film  theorists such  as 

A nderson  (ecological approach), Noel Carroll, a n d  G regory Currie, I have 

show n th a t the cinem atic im age does not behave like the sem iotic sign. 

Film im ages are understood  in  m uch  the sam e w ay  th a t o u r environm ent
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is understood , w hich  is natural, ra th er th an  conventional, and  bears more 

ties to biological developm ents an d  surv ival needs, than  to cu ltu ral ones. 

Semiotics then, can shed  som e ligh t o n  film, b u t  cannot account fo r the 

w hole cinem atic experience, or for the  fact tha t im ages are no t good  

representatives of the sem iotic sign.

The sem iotic m odel is tightly rela ted  to structuralist narratological 

m odels. W hile no t necessarily linguistic-based, structuralist film theory 

posits com plex architectural structures to describe artistic texts. The 

structuralist project aim s to u n d ers tan d  how  style (images and sounds) 

are form ed together to p resen t the  syuzhet (story events as they un fo ld  in 

the text in  linear order), and  how  the syuzhet, in  turn , is transform ed in  the 

m ind  of the perceiver to convey the fabula, o r the p lo t of the film . These 

structures can be understood  only b y  h igh-order cognitive operations, 

ones that operate on  cause-and-effect structures, re-arrange tem poral 

events, and  come up  w ith  logical connections. It is clear that the fabula is a 

h igh-order cognitive construct, since it requires m em ory, problem  solving 

techniques, and  o ther com plex cognitive operations for its construction. 

But struc tu ra l narratologists tend  to focus on  those h igh  o rder operations, 

an d  avoid  a discussion of how  these operations are influenced b y  bottom - 

u p  perceptions. D avid  Bordwell, for instance, proposes a narrative m odel 

that he calls "the bull's eye schem a." The m odel centers on the characters 

and  their activities in  the diegetic w orld , an d  then  expands out to account 

for v isual spaces, cam era w ork, extra-diegetic m usic, etc. This m odel tries 

to cohere the narrative a round  the characters' presence and  actions, and  as 

I have show n, it is not a  very good m odel to describe films like Breathless
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o r Rashomon. This is because  BordweH prioritizes h igh ly  coded  narratorial 

inform ation, and  ignores low -level perceptions, particu larly  ones that do 

n o t suppo rt the "bull's eye schem a."

Edw ard B ranigan p ro p o ses a  m uch m ore com prehensive structural 

m odel of narration. This m o d e l is based  on  epistem ic levels (how  does the 

perceiver know  w hat she know s), a n d  a system  of em b ed d in g  o f these 

levels. But this account does n o t d iscuss bottom -up percep tions either. 

W hen  discussing p o in t of v iew , B ranigan rejects any  rom an tic  no tions of 

character's focalization, a n d  he describes this device as a  tex tual tool, 

d esigned  to provide or restric t the  know ledge of the perceiver. But 

because  Branigan does n o t take in to  account the cognitive aspects of point 

of v iew  editing that is, th a t i t  im itate  innate biologically — a n d  very  

im p o rtan t for survival — a lread y  existing looking patterns. The em otional 

a n d  ideological identification w ith  characters and  states of affairs cannot 

be  explained solely by an  a p p ea l to  the epistemic status o f the  perceiver (a 

ve ry  high-order cognitive activity), b u t  needs to take in to  account lower- 

level perceptual and  cognitive reactions as well.

Literary narratology is full o f examples of unreliable narrations, a 

te rm  w hich usually refers to  n a rra to rs  whose values and  claim s are 

underm ined  by the im plied  au thor. B ut in  film, unreliab ility  is complex, 

a n d  m ore often than  not, the  im p lied  au thor is no t as p resen t as in  

literature. Gregory C urrie d iscusses unreliability a n d  am biguity , a n d  as I 

h av e  shown, a  cognitive accoun t can  explain w hy  filmic am bigu ity  is 

easier to achieve than  nega tio n  of narra to r's  reliability. Im ages are 

perceived  as is, and  because they  have  no  syntax or g ram m ar, they cannot
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negate in  the sam e w ay  that language does. For v isual film n a rra tion  to 

negate, i t  w ill h av e  to  em ploy ano ther m ode of narra tion  like dialogue, o r 

the use of ed iting  conventions. In  am biguous narration, on  the  o ther 

hand, the text lends itself to several interpretations, and  it refrains from  

giving the perceiver enough in fo rm ation  to decide w hich  in te rp re ta tion  is 

preferred. A  film  can then  p resen t a  few  visual versions, an d  leave their 

epistem ic sta tus open , leading th e  perceiver to an  am biguous 

interpretation.

In  the res t o f the chapter I d iscussed focalization, narra tion  an d  

po in t of v iew  from  a  cognitive perspective. Through a deta iled  analysis of 

tw o scenes from  Rambling Rose I  ex tended  Branigan's m odel of narra tion  

to be sensitive to the actual channel of inform ation, and  to the  in teraction 

betw een h igh-order cognitive activities an d  bottom -up sensory 

perceptions.

In  the fo u rth  chapter I focused on  the activities the perceiver 

engages in  w hile constructing the narrative of a film. In p articu lar I 

looked a t the p ro d u ctio n  of hypotheses w hen  the text p resents the 

perceiver w ith  an  inform ational gap. I first review ed the existing 

positions in  recep tion  studies, nam ely the text-oriented app roach  (such as 

Iser, Ingarden a n d  Jauss), and  the  historical m aterialist app roach  (that of 

Fish and Staiger). Textual-oriented reception studies (such as Iser's) differ 

from  the historical approaches (such as Staiger's or Fish's) in  the  follow ing 

ways: w hile textual approaches look a t a n  object (text), the historical 

approach  looks a t  a n  event (perception); w hile the form er looks for 

m eaning, the la tte r exam ines functions; an d  finally, w hile the textual
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g roup  constructs a  un iversal reader, the o ther group  looks a t an  actual 

historical one. W e can su m  it u p  by saying tha t for Iser, the text and  its 

perception determ ine th e  interpretive process, w hile for Staiger, ideology 

determ ines percep tion  an d  interpretation. In  cognitive term inology, w e 

can  posit this debate as one betw een top d o w n  em phasis (beliefs 

determ ine perception) to bottom -up approach  (textual inform ation leads 

to  h igher cognitive activity such as interpretation). But w hether these 

researchers su p p o rt a  top-dow n or a  bottom -up approach, they refrain 

from  articulating a specific relationship betw een  the tw o operations. In  

this chapter I have show n  that w hile the fabu la  and  its construction 

require  m any h igh-order cognitive activities, these are  no t independent 

from  actual consum ption  of textual inform ation. As an  example, I focused 

o n  the issue of gap  filling, w hereby the perceiver is requ ired  to 

hypothesize as to w h a t has happened, in  o rd er to cohere the text. W hile 

hypotheses p roduction  relies o n  top-dow n beliefs, like w orld  knowledge, 

o r generic expectations, it is also very sensitive to textual information, and  

is alw ays in flux. Belief revision is comm on, an d  the perceiver is ready to 

alter its hypotheses w h e n  new  inform ation contradicts previous 

assum ptions. The structu ra l m odels explain gap  filling m ostly as a  h igh  

o rder cognitive activity, b u t that account cannot explain the speed and 

ease w ith  w hich w e change our beliefs. In  discussions of The Silence o f the 

Lambs, The Usual Suspects, and  Breathless I exem plify these problems.

Gap filling natu ra lly  relies on  high-level cognitive operations, 

w hereby plot events are  ranked  according to their relationships, and  are 

re-organized in  cause-and-effect structures. A nd  w hile action and
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language a re  linear a n d  lend  them selves to be coded in  such  p ropositional 

sets, im ages, as the  second  chapter show s m ay resist this categorization. 

U sing research  from  cognitive psychology, and  scene analyses of various 

films, I h av e  sh o w n  th a t during  the activ ity  of gap  filling, v isual a n d  

verbal m em ories are p u lle d  and u sed  in  their respective form ats, an d  

w hether they  have  b een  coded in  h igh -o rder cognitive m echanism s o r not, 

they are availab le  for hypotheses p roduction . In fact, the analysis of the 

suicide scene from  Dead Poets Society show s that bottom -up percep tion  is 

very m u ch  active d u rin g  the filling-in o f the gap. M oreover, because m ost 

of the clues as to h o w  to  fill in  the gap  are  visual and  are p ro v id ed  in  

obscure ligh ting  a n d  v iew ing  circum stances (night, darkness, fram ing), 

these clues are  n o t coded  un til the hypotheses emerges, a n d  all the details 

fit together in  it  nicely. T hat is, the im age track is processed an d  

rem em bered  in  its am biguity , and it receives full narrative c larity  only 

once the hypo thesis of su icide is form ed. Visual re-organization  w orks by  

being able to retrieve im ages from m em ory, images that m ay  have no t 

been  classified a n d  categorized a t the tim e of perception, b u t  are being  

determ ined  as m ean ingfu l a t the tim e o f this later cognitive operation, the 

one of g ap  filling. The su icide scene is effective (that is, no t confusing) 

and  e legan t because h igh-order operations w ork in  tandem  w ith  bottom - 

up  perception .

fin a d d itio n  I sh o w ed  that in  som e cases, w hat seem s to  be  narra tive  

gaps are n o t  gaps a t all. The perceiver is under the im pression  tha t 

narrative in fo rm ation  is missing, b u t  th is inform ation is p ro v id ed  in  the 

visual track, a n d  the perceiver is just less aw are of its presence. A n
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analysis of scenes from  Dangerous Liasions show s a  case of such  an  illusory 

gap , an d  explains h o w  a lthough  all the inform ation  is p rov ided , the 

im pression  of a gap  exists. I  am  confident that if a  cognitive approach to 

film  m usic is incorporated  to  such  a  project, o ther classes of illusory gaps 

w o u ld  be explained in  sim ilar term s.

In  this chapter I  fo rm ed  a n  in tuition abou t w h y  so u n d  effects are 

o ften  rem em bered as v isu a l inform ation. W hile m u ch  m ore w ork  needs 

to  be  done  on sound  effects, it seem s that certain  so u n d  effects serve as 

devices that expand the boundaries of the fram e, ind icating  events, or 

spatia l cues that a re n o t p ro v id ed  visually. These so u n d  effects are 

p rocessed  m uch like inv ited  inferences (inferences th a t are  m ade by the 

perceiver, bu t are rem em bered  n o t as hypotheses, b u t  as inform ation that 

w as actually provided). A n d  because these sound  effects/ prim ary  role 

w as to expand the visual fram e, they are rem em bered  as v isual spaces.

F u ture  D irections

It is clear a t this p o in t that a  complete cognitive account of film 

narra tion  and com prehension  needs to include a th o rough  description of 

m usic a n d  sound effects processing as well. It is m y  hope th a t I can 

expand  the work th a t I have  done  here to include these channels of 

inform ation, as w ell as fu rth er develop the w ork  already  done on  visuals 

a n d  language. Once w e h av e  a n  understand ing  of the  percep tion  and 

cognition of all the m ateria l aspects of film, w e can p ropose  a  complete 

m odel of narration, one th a t accounts for the specific channel of 

inform ation. This m odel w ill address m ethods of m em ory  storage, and
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other specific m echanism s that are a t w ork  w hile  w e process m usic, sound  

effects, language, a n d  images. In  addition , this m odel will enable u s  to 

und ers tan d  perceivers' levels of aw areness to  the inform ation delivered  

(verbal, visual, m usical, etc.), that is, how  conscious they are of perceiving 

this inform ation  an d  processing it. The level of consciousness has a n  

effect o n  the aw areness to the process of inference m aking, and  thus on  

aw areness to h o w  w e come up  w ith  the  narra tive  of the te x t The m odel 

can answ er the sam e question B ranigan asks: what does the perceiver 

know , a n d  how. B ut the answ er will n o t re ly  only  on  epistemic status, b u t 

also on  the specificities of processing each channel of information.

A  cognitive account of the film  experience can also resolve som e of 

the debates betw een  the textual branch  of "reader-oriented" research, to 

the m aterialist "reception-studies" one, as i t  w ill define m ore accurately 

the relationship  betw een a top-dow n app roach  and  a bottom -up one.

Once w e have a b road  understanding of all tracks of information, w e  can 

perform  detailed  analysis of scenes tha t tend  to y ield  themselves to 

m ultip le interpretations. These analyses w ill outline the narratorial 

devices used, and  w ill be able to locate m om ents of ambiguity, 

contradictory m essages, or gaps. These m om ents naturally invite an  

in teraction betw een  top-dow n procedures, such  as belief and  expectation, 

an d  bo ttom -up  perception. Such a  localized read ing  of m om ents of 

indeterm inacy w ill a t the very least bring  the debate  into concrete 

grounds, if n o t resolve it altogether, as each instance w ould determ ine 

different relations betw een top-dow n an d  bo ttom -up  operations.
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A  full cognitive m odel of narra tion  w ill hopefully also help  to 

explain  w hy a  film 's end ing  creates closure in  a uniform ed w ay. My 

in tu ition  is that the text's end ing  has very few  gaps, and  is m ostly  

designed to fill in  prev ious gaps, tha t is, to confirm  o r cancel hypotheses 

tha t w ere already created. The d ifferent sensory tracks all com bine at 

film 's end  to tell the sam e p lo t inform ation. Explicit textual inform ation 

w ith  no  gaps encourages bottom -up perception, w hich tends to  lead to a 

sim ilar com prehension b y  different perceivers.

Using this m odel, I hope to further explore issues of genre and 

expectations an d  how  "art" cinem a is perceived in  com parison to  generic 

films. Hypotheses p roduction  in  the case of a genre film  is g u id ed  by a  

strong top-dow n process of generic expectations. The audience's 

know ledge of the general struc tu re  of the plot, them es and  se t of 

characters, turns the v iew ing atten tion  to subtleties of p lo t o r character 

developm ents. The role of gaps and  hypotheses, then, is n o t so m uch in  

figuring out w here the film 's p lo t is heading, b u t in  noticing the  changes 

an d  developm ents in  the genre  as a  whole. In "art" cinema, on  the other 

hand , every view ing experience is focused on  the particular p lo t 

structures the film  em ploys, an d  the role of hypotheses p roduction  is 

crucial to the understand ing  of the narrative. M oreover, since "art" 

cinem a often avoids dram atic  or discursive closure, the text's 

com prehension is left m ore open  to individual interpretations. This 

"openness" of the text can  now  be explained th rough  textual structures 

(w hich influence perception), ra ther than  through  reading  practices, and  is
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therefore a  good  exam ple for the  benefits of a  cognitive m odel o f film  

com prehension.

O n a  m ore g lobal level of film  theory, the insigh t w e can  obtain  

from  a cognitive account of film  narration  and  com prehension  is, I  believe, 

enorm ous. A  full cognitive account of narra tion  w ill explain som e texts in  

g rounded  a n d  sim pler term s th an  exist today. M y brief d iscussion  of 

fem inism , w hile analyzing  Rambling Rose w as a im ed  a t exposing th a t k ind  

of a  direction. W hile a  fem inist approach  to the film  m ay find  m any  

ideological biases, a  cognitive approach  explains som e of these biases in  

structural-narratorial choices, ra ther than  in  conspiratory  ideological (in 

this case patriarchal) ones. In  o ther w ords, a fem inist (or for th a t m atter 

post-colonial, queer, etc.,) read ing  of film concentrates on stereotypes, 

character a n d  audience positioning w ith  regards to one another, etc. A  

cognitive account, o n  the o ther hand , looks a t how  inform ation  is 

delivered (the track of inform ation), an d  also how  the perceiver know s 

w h a t she knows. A  cognitive account of film narra tion  and 

com prehension then  g rounds the  ideological d iscussion in  actual 

understand ing  of the  percep tion  of m aterial filmic inform ation, an d  in  the 

epistem ic sta tus of the perceiver.

But a cognitive account of com prehension a n d  other activities the 

v iew er is engaged in  can also shed  ligh t on other psychological an d  

cognitive operations th a t are active during  the v iew ing time. T he only 

sustainable account of view ing, u p  to cognitive film theory, is th a t of 

psychoanalysis, w h ich  is a  partia l and  problem atic account to beg in  w ith. 

The psychoanalytic account is b ased  on  regression to pre-ego stages of
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developm ent of subjectivity (the m irro r phase in  L acan 's articulation), and  

is a t best speculative, an d  canno t be  clinically proven. It also sets the 

audience in  relations of desire  to  the alter-ego presen ted  o n  the screen, 

a n d  the focus on  desire lim its the scope of other m ental an d  em otional 

processes a t w ork  du ring  view ing. M ore w ork  in  cognitive film  theory 

can  give u s a g rounded  u n d ers tan d in g  of view ing w ith  its cognitive, 

em otional, and  ideological aspects taken into account as a whole.

Once a full m odel o f film  perception and  com prehension  is 

available, i t  will be possible to conduct experiments to  see h o w  the 

channels of inform ation in teract, a n d  how  the levels o f aw areness to the 

cognitive processing of d ifferen t channels affect inference m aking  and 

o ther high-order cognitive activities. Experiments can  focus on  show ing 

the sam e filmic story in  d ifferen t versions, each using  d ifferen t channels of 

inform ation (i.e., w ith  or w ith o u t m usic, certain th ings said, others not, 

etc.). Alternatively, experim ents can focus on  inference m aking, and  

verbal reports of subjects o n  w h a t led  them to m ake these inferences. 

H ypotheses changes (such as in  the case of The Usual Suspects) can be 

stud ied  as well, follow ed b y  verbal accounts of subjects, a n d  scene 

analysis in  the form  I have perfo rm ed  here.

I hope that in  this thesis I have show n som e of the potential to such 

an  approach to film theory, a n d  tha t w ith  m ore tim e a n d  w ork  devoted to 

the issues outlined above w e w ill have  a better understand ing  of cinema.
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Appendix #1 Rambling Rose
Rose's introduction to Dad: 1

Rose seated

Mr. Hilliard (v / o): Honey you  
will scare the kids [— ].

Mother laughs (v /o ).

3

C*

Mr. Hilliard enters the frame and 
looks at Rose.

t n

Rose looks off frame right, scans 
Mr. Hilliard up and down and 
gapes in pleasant surprise.

As the camera zoom s in on her, 
romantic flute music fades in.
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Rambling Rose
Rose's introduction to Dad: 1

M

Mr. Hilliard: "Well, well, well. 
So Miss Rosebud has arrived."

Flute fades out, and the familiar 
film tune fades in, and will 
remain for the rest of the scene.

285

Mr. Hilliard moves forward, and 
the camera moves with him.
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Rambling Rose
Rose's introduction to Dad: 3

Mr. Hilliard kisses Mrs. Hilliard 
on the chick.

Mr. Hilliard: "Rosebud."

Mr Hiiliard (cont.): "I swear to 
god, you  are as graceful as a 
capital letter S."
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Ram bling Rose
Rose's introduction to Dad: 4

1

Mr. Hilliard (v /o , cont): "You 
w ill g iv e ..."

"7\
Mr. Hilliard (cont):" .. .  a glow  
and a shine to these old walls."

Rose smiles.

287

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Rambling Rose
Rose's introduction to Dad: 5

10

o

Mr. Hilliard: "Yes indeed."

i l l

Mr. Hilliard goes to sit in his 
chair

Mr. Hilliard: "Now, it is m y dear 
wife's belief, which I accept 
although I do not fully 
understand, that to hire a person
to do household work is a is a
criminal practice "
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Rambling Rose
Rose's introduction to Dad: 6

(2

Mr. Hilliard v /o  cont): "You are 
therefore here as a friend, as a 
gues^ and indeed as a member of 
this family."

13

Mr. Hilliard: "In love and 
harmony, Rosebud, in love and 
harmony. Do you understand 
me?"

lLt

Rose (choked): "Yes, sir."

Mr. Hilliard (v/o): "I know you  
had some trouble in your li fe  "
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Rambling R ose
Rose's introduction to Dad: 7

It

17

290

Mr. Hilliard (cont): "Those 
scoundrels in Birmingham trying 
to lead you  astray, and so on and 
so forth."

Buddy w atches intently

Mr. Hilliard (\r/o , cont.): "life can 
be very cruel"

Mr. Hilliard ( v J o ,  cont.): "to a 
young girl."
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Rambling Rose
Rose's introduction to Dad: 8

I*

a
/

Mr. Hilliard (cont): "I know  you  
had a hard tune, but I hope and 
believe that you found a safe 
haven in this house, honey."

Mr. Hilliard (v/ o, cont.): 
"Welcome to our home 
Rosebud."

Mr. Hilliard (cont.): "We 
welcome you from the heart and  
hope you are happy here."
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Rambling Rose
Rose's introduction to Dad: 9

Rose (touched): "Thank you, sir."
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appendix #2 Rambling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 1

<€!

M om is leaving to her lecture

2 Doll and Buddy watching

3
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R am bling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 2

Buddy and Doll m ove quietly

1oc-c k~

To the cracked-open living room 
door

l e c - v / c j -6

ii

294

Dad is reading the paper, 
murmuring to himself about 
science revelations about the 
moon.
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Rambling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 3

c>

Z V > ' A
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Rambling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 1

Doll: "I think she's going to kiss 
him."
Buddy: "Oh, at least"

Rose jumps into Mr. Hilliard's 
lap, while saying: "Oh God.
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Rambling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 5

Rose: "I love you, I love you. I 
tried, but I can't help it. Please 
kiss me. Will you kiss me?

Dad: "Rose, Rose, get off my 
lap."

Buddy pushes Doll out of the 
way, blocking her view.
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Rambling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 6

Q

Dad: "Now calm down, calm 
down, the children will hear. 
Let's talk about i t . Jet's, let's 
discuss it"
Rose (sobbing):"Please, please."

Doll: "What are they doing?"

Buddy: "They are discussing it."
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Rambling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 7

Dad: . .  but I only kiss Mrs.
Hilliard"
Rose: "But I love you."
Dad: "You don't."
Rose: "I do. Please just kiss me 
once."
Dad: "If I kiss you once you  
won't ask anymore?"
Rose: 'Just once."
Dad: "But I only kiss Mrs. 
Hilliard on the moth."

They are kissing on the mouth.

Buddy (quietly): "They are 
kissing."

*

Rose and Dad are passionately 
kissing.
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Rambling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 8

v~- t  *F O "fwe le ^ 'f

C_o»V''*Cv'-e>. jGs-i* '1 S ; C
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Rambling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 9

2  I
Doll (v/o): "What's happening 
now?
Buddy (excited): "The tity is out."

2 2

Dad gets a hold of himself and 
pulls away from Rose.
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Rambling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 10

Dad: "Put that damn tit away."

302

Dad: "Replace that damn tit. 
Damn. I am making a fool out of 
myself."
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Rambling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 11

2 < ^

£)oô  Lef- +

?

= > l f x
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Rose is sobbing.

Buddy: "Oh, she put it away."
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R am bling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 12

R)
Buddy allows Doll back by the 
door, where she can see things 
for herself.

2 .1

Dad: "Now a man is supposed to 
be a fool like this, but a woman is 
supposed to have some control 
and sense. What is the matter 
with you?"

Rose: 'Tm  so n y  Mr. Hilliard, I 
can't help it but I love you.
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Rambling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 13

Dad: "Rose, Rose, Rose, you  poor 
thing. You said yesterday that 
you love Mrs. Hilliard."

Dad (v/o): "Is this a wav to repay 
her?"

Rose is crying.

S
Dad (cont.): Don't you know  she 
rvill fly to your defense if anyone 
tried to hurt you? [..
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Rambling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 14

>

Dad: "Don't cry, honey. Don't 
_// cry

Dad hands Rose a handkerchief, 
and wipes her tears.
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Rambling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 15

3 3 > C

Dad: "I will worn you, do you  
hear me?

Z o o i " i

Dad (with pathos): "I am 
standing here at the Mapalay 
(sp?) and the Persians shall not 
pass!
Now, get your tail out of here, 
and go wash the dishes. Go on!!"

3^-

Dad hands Rose a handkerchief, 
and wipes her tears.
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Rambling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 16

3

P (X ^vei

Kids run up the stairs before they 
are revealed to have been spying.

i
i
i

Doll: "Weren't daddy great? I bet 
he wanted to kiss her some more, 
don't you think?"
Buddy: "He probably was just 
scared that mother would come 
home early and catch him with 
Rose."
Doll: "Buddy, sometimes you 
make me side!"

Doll pushes past Buddy and out 
of the frame.
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Rambling Rose
Initiation to patriarchy: 17

- h H  £

Buddy (breathing excitedly): 
"Oh baby DoH."

Melodic music fades in.

Buddy (to himself): "Mapalay...  
The Persians shall not come . . ."
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A ppendix *3 Dead Poets Sodety
Suicide: 1

Eerie music fades in

N eil picks-up the crown 
of thorns.

He puts it on his head
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D ead Poets Society
Suicide: 2

N eil closes h is eyes.

He looks down.

The door knob moves
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Dead Poets Society
Suicide: %

Door opens

Back light shows feet

N eil descends stairs.
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Dead Poets Society
Suidde: 4

Obscured and dimmly lit 
objects are slow ly scanned 
through a pan movement.

6 a

I
v V* A
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D ead Poets Society
Suicide: 5 Gc

N eil's father (Tom) is asleep.
y •

r~ X

1
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Dead Poets Society
Suicide: 6

Hand reaches into drawer

w

Wrapped object is pulled out.

Uf
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Dead Poets Society
Suicide: 7

N eil is sitting at desk.

Eerie m usic ends abruptly 
while the father wakes-up 
suddenly as if from a bad dream

/ O ' ,

The father breathes heavily 
And murmurs, "this sound/' 
Mother (in sleepy v/o): 
"What sound?"
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Dead Poets Society
Suicide: 8

Father turns on bed-side lamp

10c

Father gets up and walks 
towards the camera. Mother 
turns on bed-side lamp.

L

Father turns on hallway light. 
Mother (v / o): "What7s wrong?"
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D ead Poets Society
Suicide: 9 \-jt

111

Father knocks on the door 
and calls "Neil?"
H e opens the door.

Father enters the room.
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Dead Poets Society
Suicide: 10

Father notices the open w indow  
(and wreath?) and leaves the room.

Mother (at door): 
"Tom what is it?"

C  ^  “7  r& . £ K - 1

I4L

Mother (v/o): "what's wrong?" 
Father walks dow n hall, camera 
Ahead of him at low  angle. He is 
Silhouetted.
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Dead Poets Society
Suicide: 11

Father w alks downstairs. 
Mother (v/o): "Neil?!"

15

Father: "Neil?"
Mother(v/o): "I'll look  outside. 
Neil. . ."

Father turns on the light.
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Dead Poets Society
Suicide: 12

Wide shot of office

Father sniffs the air.

Medium shot on desk.

< i
IY
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Dead Poets Society
Suicide: 13 J20

Father makes a step to his right 
And looks.

2 I

Eerie music comes in.

r

a
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Dead Poets Society
Suicide: 14

Slow motion shot. 
Father moves forward.
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Appendix #4 Dangerous Liasions
Seduction *1:1

Valmont is asking for a favour.

I J.
1- cv ^ 5 .  w  —y. V r _ ,

Mme. De Tourvel refuses, and 
they argue. Throughout the shot 
Valmont w alks behind her 
changing sides from right to left 
of frame constantly. Mme. De 
Tourvel walks straight forward.
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Dangerous Liasions
Seduction *1:2

Mm. D e Tourvel leaves 
frame, cutting in front of 
V alm ont.

Camera lingers on Valmont and  
the empty space on his left.
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Dangerous Liasions
Seduction #2:1

Long sh ot Valmont (v/o): "We 
go for a walk together every day. 
Little further every time, dow n  
the path that has no turning."

Marquise D e M erteuil reads 
Valmont's letter. V alm ont 
(v/o cont.): "She accepted m y love. 
I accepted her friendship."

Valmont (v /o  cont.): "We are 
both aware how  little there is to 
choose between them."
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Dangerous Liasions
Seduction #2:2

Valmont: "I wish you knew me 
w ell enough to recognize how  
much you've changed me. [ . . . ]  
I've become the soul of 
consideration, conscientious [.. .],  
more celibate than a monk."

Mme. D e Tourvel laughs: 
"More celibate "

HI

Marquise De Merteuil reads 
the letter. Valmont (v/o cont.): 
"I feel she is inches from 
surrender. Her eyes are closing.
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Dangerous Liasions
Seduction #3:1

\
r t  *

Valmont doses the door behind 
him.

Valmont: 'Tve completed my 
business here, but I'm not sure I'll 
be able to bring m yself to leave."

C  c t —Ci- c- r - '^ V r

Mme. D e Tourvel: "Oh please. 
You must."

[. . .]
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Dangerous Liasions
Seduction #3:2 u

Valmont: "Forgive m e if I say it;
I don't want your gratitude.
What I want is altogether deeper/1

Mme. De Tourvel leaves frame 
to right. Valmont and camera 
follow. Mme. D e Tourvel: "I 
know God is punish ing me for 
my pride. I was so certain 
nothing like that could ever 
happen."
Valmont: "Nothing like  what? 
You mean love?"

)  0 ^  r  - r\

Mme. De Tourvel (distressed ): 
"I can’t."

\
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Dangerous Liasions
Seduction #3:3

1

Valmont: "But I m ust know. I 
must know."

N

1

Valmont: "You don't have to 
speak. Just look at me."
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Dangerous Liasions
Seduction #3:4

1

A
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D angerous Liasions
Seduction  * 3:5

M m e. D e  Tourvel looks up. 
"Yes."

r e

r

Valmont leans over to kiss her on  
the m outh, but changes his mind 
and kisses her on the neck.
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Appendix *5 Silences of the Lambs
Surprise at doon 1

Title on image: Calumet City, IL

/ «-

Hand reaches into bugs' tray.

L

Serial killer (SK) picks-up one 
bug and looks at it.

£ e». K IT- N
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Silences of the Lambs
Surprise at door: 2

SK pulls out the shell of the bug.

L \
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Silences o f the Lambs
Surprise at door: 3

SK: "So powerful. So beautiful."

c

FBI agents approaching.

SK (hears something): 
"Predous?"
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Silences of the Lambs
Surprise at doon 4

FBI agents approaching.

SK: "Precious?"
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Silences of the Lambs
Surprise at doon 5

Girl: "She's down here, you sack 
of shit"

II

. \ ;

SK sighs in surprise..

FBI superior looks from behind a 
tree.
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Silences o f the Lambs
Surprise at door 6

12

SK Gowers a light): "Put her in  
that bucket."

Girl: "No. You give me a 
telephone and lower it down here 
now!!"

1£.

FBI agents moving to left.
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Silences o f the Lambs
Surprise at door 7

---- i

n

SK (moves left): "Precious, 
darling, are you alright?"

Girl: "She is in a lot of pain 
mister. She needs a vet."
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Silences o f the Lambs
Surprise at doon 8

FBI agents pull a van in front of 
the house..

(1

 ̂ I  ̂+--

Girl (v /o ): She broke her leg. I 
know it. She's in a lot of pain.

SK (yells): "Now don't you hurt 
my dog!"
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Silence of the Lambs
Surprise at door: 9

Girl: "Don't you make me hurt 
your dog."

SK: "You don't know what pain 
is! I!"

FBI agent pulls a box out of the 
van.
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Silence of the Lambs
Surprise at doon 10

i

21,

f

342

SK is distressed.

SK trashes room.
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Silence of the Lambs
Surprise at doon 11

s Girl: "I'm gonna do it mister.'

SK picks-up a gun.

r \fy .~s  I f - . -----

And moves frantically around 
the room.
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Silence o f the Lambs
Surprise at door: 12

FBI superior gives the cue.

30

'  r FBI agent pushes doorbell.

31

Large indoor doorbell rings.
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Silence o f the Lambs
Surprise at doon 13

r—■* cn- A ^ r*'-i S

SK listens to doorbell.

FBI agent looks for instructions.
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Silence o f  the Lambs
Surprise at doon 14

Superior nod s yes.

FBI agent rings doorbell again.

Indoor bell rings.
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Silence of the Lambs
Surprise at door: 15

/

SK opens an interior door, as he 
is dressing, and mutters: 'Tm  
coming. I'm com ing..."

FBI superior "We're going in." 
He leaves frame to the right.
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Silence o f the Lambs
Surprise at door: 16

SK opens door to reveal Claris.

Claris: "Good afternoon sir. 
Sorry to bother you. I'm looking 
for Mrs. Litman's family."

FBI agents break in.

347

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Silence of the Lambs
Surp”ise at doon 17

41

i!
j *
1

1

) \
I ^  ’

FBI agents break in through the 
window..

SK: "No Littman's don't live here 
anymore."
He attempts to close the door.

Claris puts hand in door.

i
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Silence o f the Lambs
Surprise at doon 18

349

Claris: "I really need to speak 
with you."

FBI agents enter empty house.

SK: "What's the problem 
officer?"
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Silence o f the Lambs
Surprise at doon 19

Claris: "Well, I'm investigating 
the death of Frederica BimeL"

FBI agents stand around. The 
assistant: "There's no-one here, 
Jack."
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Silence o f the Lambs
Surprise at doon 20

Superior: "Claris;.

4-*
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