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Introduction

Stanley Kubrick’s Killer’s Kiss (1955) opens with the protagonist Davey Gordon (Jamie Smith) waiting at the train station to go back to his uncle’s farmhouse. It is the end of his career in New York City as a boxer, and probably the end of his love story with Gloria Price (Irene Kane), a taxi dancer whom he saved from her boss and former lover, Vinnie Rapallo (Frank Silvera). During the film, which is mainly a flashback about the protagonist’s last two days, Davey appears more than once at the station while his voice-over explains fragments of his thoughts and life. The protagonist’s waiting seems endless because he walks to and fro, while he rethinks his experiences and hopes to see Gloria coming and jumping on the train with him. He lives three different times simultaneously. On the one hand, the train timetable which is measurable. On the other, those of his memories and the waiting for Gloria’s appearance, times that cannot be quantified. We, spectators, experience also the screen time, which is the same for all of us, and a time that changes according to our involvement in what is happing on the screen. An important question spontaneously arises and inspires this book.

Does time exist? In quantum mechanics, we do not need time to describe the world, but variables that we can observe and feel, and possibly measure. The basic equations of gravitational theory do not comprehend a variable called ‘time’, but outline the world through the possible relations among variable quantities: not how things evolve in time, but how they change in relation to each other (Rovelli 2017: 102–4). If the time variable does not necessarily describe our world, neither should we need it to analyse narrative films that are personal representations and visions of the world conveyed to us through the cinematic medium. On the other hand, the concept of time imbues our thoughts, and every representation and vision is sustained by an ensemble of ideas that cannot avoid bearing the traces of time.

To resolve this paradox, it is useful to refer to Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), according to which we understand abstract concepts in terms of concrete concepts by a process of conceptual correspondence. For example, spatial metaphors are mainly based on spatial orientation, i.e. on concrete concepts such as up-down, in-out, ahead-behind, deep-superficial, central-peripheral, etc., deriving from how the human body is made and interacts with our physical environment (Lakoff and Johnson 1998: 33). Spatial metaphors are rooted in our physical and cultural experiences, thus they are not arbitrarily established (37). Our abstract idea of time is structured through the mappings – set of correspondences – of attributes and relations from bodily based sensory-motor source domain space onto abstract target domain time. Where ‘domain is a mini-scenario consisting of semantic roles and relations’ (Moore 2014: 5), and source and target domain are, respectively, ‘the frame from which the metaphorical vocabulary comes from’ and ‘the frame that has as roles the concepts actually being talked about’ (9). Thus, the experience of time is almost entirely understood metaphorically through the spacialization of time (Lakoff and Johnson 1998: 151).

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson go so far as to claim that metaphors can create realities for us, and guide our future actions that will correspond to these metaphors. These actions will, in turn, strengthen the power of metaphors in giving coherence to our experiences. This loop leads to the fascinating conclusion that metaphors can be self-determining prophecies (193). Given the fact that in quantum mechanics we do not need time to describe our world, could time be a self-determining prophecy? Surprisingly, cognitive linguistics and quantum mechanics seem to reach similar conclusions. According to Lakoff and Johnson, the target domain – time – is understood through properties of interaction because the source domain – space – derives from our relations with other people and the environment. Similarly, the physicist Carlo Rovelli claims that we need to discuss how things change in relation to each other in order to describe our world.

I will not dwell on these questions, but I am aware that time can be tentatively defined as a metaphor of change among things and their relations, I would like to focus on how films convey these transformations through narrative and stylistic technique. In particular, how each film, and often how films of the same genre or directed by the same filmmaker, transmit a peculiar idea of time that is not only experienced by the audience, but also envelops and imprisons the whole film, as it were, as it does our own lives. I am particularly interested in those moments during which we, as spectators – as well as spectators of our own world – feel a suspension in the incessant flow of time, a fleeting escape from this overwhelming and powerful metaphor.

In Chapter 1, I discuss some concepts of time in the cinematic medium borrowed from literary theory, especially formalism and structuralism, and from the second generation of cognitive film studies, in particular its notions of embodied extension and cognitive linguistics. Formalism and structuralism, together with some basic notions of mathematical analysis, will assist me to define ideas that are necessary for the close analysis of film time: I will show that some concepts, that are taken for granted, are useless, and I will introduce new notions. Cognitive film theory will instead be adopted to discuss how the audience experiences time while watching a film. These approaches, that would seem to differ widely from one another, will be blended during close analyses and together will shed light on how the time that dominates a particular film is created, or on how, conversely, narrative and stylistic features create a peculiar time, how this ‘ruling’ time is sometimes changed and disrupted, and on the spectator’s experiences in both of these cases. The very mix of these approaches should offer a new perspective.

The notions proposed in Chapter 1 will be applied in subsequent chapters to different directors: Stanley Kubrick, Chapter 2; Adrian Lyne, Chapter 3; Michael Bay, Chapter 4; and Quentin Tarantino, Chapter 5. Whereas scholarly literature is abundant in the cases of Kubrick and Tarantino, it is almost non-existent in the case of, respectively, Lyne and Bay, although some of their films are well known and have achieved cult status – hence, these latter case studies distinguish my book from other texts. As will be obvious in subsequent chapters, I have chosen these four directors, rather than others, because, in each of their oeuvres, time is very different, offering an interesting and wide range of examples, but remaining within the context of films, in which we are always able to understand narration and find a particular point of view from which we can interpret events, empathizing with a character or group of characters and experiencing their time – unlike in art cinema and impossible puzzle films as defined by Miklós Kiss and Steven Willemsen (2017), in which we are often left alone, unable to share a character’s point of view.



1

Of times

Temporalities

Neither memory nor anticipation is much interested in Father Time, and all dreamers, artists and lovers are partially delivered from this tyranny; he can kill them, but he cannot secure their attention, and at the very moment of doom, when the clock collected in the tower its strength and struck, they may be looking the other way.

E. M. Forster (1927: 49)

1.1  Fabula, sujet, story and plot

We adopt distinctions between story and plot, and fabula and sujet, to discuss narration, independently of the medium and often confusing story with fabula, and plot with sujet. On the one hand, these well-known, shared notions speed up the discussion of several narrations, on the other they overshadow the analysis of specific aspects of narration, such as time, blurring, for example, the distinction between chronological and causal succession. At the heart of this clutter, there are translations from one language to another – Russian to English – and from one medium to another – the written to the cinematic.

Regarding the first problem, Meir Sternberg notes: ‘Lenon and Reis, in their English translation of Boris Tomashevsky’s essay, have given currency to the rendering of the Russian terms fabula and sujet as “story” and “plot,” thus clearly suggesting that the former distinction is identical to that proposed by E.M. Forster in Aspects of the Novel’ (1978: 10). Before introducing the distinction between fabula and sujet, Tomashevsky defines the theme and motifs of a literary work. The former is the common idea of a literary work, what is discussed in the work that results from the unity of the meanings of all the single elements into which the work can be divided. Through a breakdown of the literary work into parts that maintain a signified, it is possible to obtain segments characterized by thematic unity and constituted by propositions, which are the smallest elements that retain a meaning called ‘motif’. From this division there follow two distinctions. One between literary works in which motifs are linked by causal and temporal bonds – e.g. novels, short stories and epic poems – or those in which they are ordered in a structure that does not imply causality – e.g. lyric, educational and descriptive poetry. In the former case, literary works are characterized by a fabula, whereas in the latter they are not. The second differentiation is between fabula and sujet. Whereas fabula is an abstraction of the literary work constructed in the reader’s mind and constituted by the set of motifs ordered in their causal and temporal relations, in which it does not matter when and how readers come to know about an event, the sujet is the concrete literary work, in which motifs succeed one another linked by different relations, in which it is of the utmost importance when and how readers are told about an episode. The fabula is not only the sujet ‘re-edited’ following a causal and temporal order, but it is also a ‘synopsis’ of it. To better define the fabula, Tomashevsky classifies motifs according to their functions in the temporal and causal development of the action. They are free if they can be omitted without destroying the causal and temporal chain of events, and bound if they cannot be left out; they are static if they do not cause any change, whereas they are dynamic if they transform a situation. Only bound and dynamic motifs are important in the fabula, while free and static motifs may be more significant than others for the development of the sujet (Tomaševskij 1968 [1925]: 311–18). While I believe that all the propositions in a literary work, combined according to their motifs, constitute a structure held together by a theme, and that the theme is the ensemble of all the motifs is a tautology, in my work motifs and the differences among them will be useful for the discussion of time.

Unlike Tomashevsky, writing in 1925 and attempting to distinguish between fabula and sujet, in 1927 Forster defines story and plot as a narrative of events arranged chronologically in the former case and causally in the latter. He takes the well-known example:


1.‘The king died and then the queen died’ is a story because the proposition (a) ‘the king died’ is written before the proposition (b) ‘the queen died’ and (a) happens, in the characters’ world, before (b);

2.‘The king died and then the queen died of grief’ is a plot because the complement ‘of grief’ transforms (a) and (b) into a cause and an effect respectively, introducing a causal relation between them alongside the temporal relation;

3.‘The queen died, no one knew why, until it was discovered that it was through grief at the death of the king’ is a plot enriched with curiosity because (b), the effect, is narrated before (a), the cause, which is delayed through the propositions ‘no one knew why’ and ‘until it was discovered’.


Whereas a story answers the question ‘and then?’, the plot focuses upon ‘why?’ (Forster 1927: 130). Let us analyse the three sentences according to Tomashevsky’s definition of fabula and sujet. Analysing sentence (3), (b) ‘the queen died’ and ‘through grief at the death of the king’ are bound and dynamic motifs; ‘no one knew why’ and ‘until it was discovered’ are instead free and static motifs because if they are omitted they do not damage the causal and temporal chain of events, and they do not change the situation, that is to say neither the death of the king nor that of the queen. Thus, if (3) is a sujet, (2) is its fabula because it is constituted only by the bound and dynamic motifs in their chronological and causal relation. On the other hand, (1) is another fabula because (a) and (b) are presented in their temporal order but they are not linked by an explicit cause-and-effect chain: we cannot know either what is the cause of the queen’s death or if it is linked to her husband’s death. Without incurring what Roland Barthes calls an ontological merger between the temporal and logical succession of events, a fusion between before/after and because of/therefore, summarized in the fallacy post hoc, ergo propter hoc, a mistake in the philosophical reasoning already denounced by scholasticism (Barthes 1994: 105), fabula, as defined by Tomashevsky, is for my purposes a more useful and accurate instrument to compare narrations and discuss their time.

According to Forster, the only merit of the story is ‘that of making the audience want to know what happens next’, and its only fault is: ‘that of making the audience not want to know what happens next’ (Forster 1927: 47). Sternberg would claim that a story may only arouse suspense in its readers, neither curiosity nor surprise. ‘When we isolate the story like this from the nobler aspects through which it moves, and hold it out on the forceps – wriggling and interminable, the naked worm of time – it presents an appearance that is both unlovely and dull’ (Forster 1927: 48). Similarly, ‘Daily-life is also full of the time-sense’ (48), but beyond it there is ‘value’ which escapes time and is measured by ‘intensity’ rather than clock time:


so that when we look at our past it does not stretch back evenly but piles up into a few notable pinnacles, and when we look at the future it seems sometimes a wall, sometimes a cloud, sometimes a sun, but never a chronological chart […] So daily life, whatever it may be really, is practically composed of two lives – the life in time and the life by values – and our conduct reveals a double allegiance.

48–9


In summary, life in time is to story what life by values is to plot, and whereas life in time and story can be measured through clock time, life by values and plot can be measured by intensity. As we cannot live without time – although ‘it is always possible for you or me in daily life to deny that time exists and act accordingly even if we become unintelligible and are sent by our fellow citizens to what they choose to call a lunatic asylum’ (50) – plot cannot do without story, although both life and plot are able to shape time. ‘A plot cannot be told to a gaping audience of cave men or to a tyrannical sultan or to their modern descendant movie-public’ (130) because it demands intelligence and memory. Despite the low opinion of filmgoers, Forster, introducing the importance of the reader’s active role in the comprehension of plots, and stressing the importance of their intelligence and memory, foretells David Bordwell’s cognitive emphasis on the role of the audience’s hypotheses.

The American film scholar distinguishes between story and plot. The latter is ‘everything visibly and audibly present in the film before us’ (Bordwell and Thompson 2001: 61), the ensemble of the diegetic and non-diegetic material – ‘The total world of the story action is sometimes called the film’s diegesis (the Greek word for “recounted story”)’ (61). The story is the sum of the diegetic episodes and the events presumed by the audience, i.e. ‘The set of all the events in a narrative, both the ones explicitly presented and those that the viewer infers’ (61). The plot being the film and its definition does not imply a relation between it and its spectators; its story is the sequence of the events shown, and those deduced by the audience in their temporal and causal succession. For Bordwell and Tomashevsky alike, the story/fabula is the temporal and causal succession of diegetic episodes, although the American scholar adds to the story the events presumed and inferred by the audience, while the Russian formalist includes in the story only the propositions that convey dynamic and bound motifs. On the other hand, for Forster, the story is the temporal succession of events (Table 1.1).

The memory and intelligence of the reader/spectator are already necessary in the reconstruction of Tomashevsky’s fabula and Bordwell’s story, whereas in the case of Forster’s theory they play a role only in understanding the plot because it is only in the plot that the cause-and-effect chain dominates the structure of a literary work. According to the different definitions of story, fabula, plot and sujet, it seems that the causal sequence of events is one of the more important, if not the most relevant, variable in discussing narrative films and novels. But the ‘naked worm of time’ can track a sinuous path, stretch and shorten its body, remain still or change the speed at which it crawls. In the sentence, ‘The king died and then the queen died,’ the two propositions are explicitly linked in a temporal sequence, but the conjunction ‘and’ implicitly raises the question: why did the queen die? Moreover, the sentence seems to begin in medias res, implying another question: why did the king die? Both the first and second propositions, as well as their temporal succession, arouse curiosity.

I wonder whether in film studies we really need the distinction between story and plot or fabula and sujet to analyse a film and, as regards my specific work on time, if these notions are not, on the contrary, misleading. The problem of the translation of fabula and sujet, and story and plot from the written to the cinematic medium leads to the wide field of adaptation studies and, in particular, to the approach that I call elsewhere ‘fidelity’, according to which scholars strive to adapt ideas and concepts that have proven to be useful for the study of novels to the discussion of narrative films (Pezzotta 2013: 4–9). If the sentence, ‘The king died and then the queen died,’ was adapted from the written to the cinematic medium, maintaining the curiosity about the causes of the couple’s death – hypothesizing that they are husband and wife – we would be shown at least two shots: the first and the second during which a king and his queen are, respectively, shown dead in their coffins or already buried. In the absence of titles and other characters, such as loyal and grieving subjects, costume, make-up and mise-en-scène should help us to understand that the dead are royals. The





	 
	Tomashevsky
	Forster
	Bordwell



	Story/Fabula
	Fabula: Temporal and causal succession of bound and dynamic motifs
	Story: Narrative of events in their time sequence
	Story: Temporal and causal succession of diegetic events, and of episodes presumed and inferred by the audience



	Plot/Sujet
	Sujet: Literary work, succession of all the motifs in the order in which they are presented to the reader
	Plot: Narrative of events in their causal sequence
	Plot: Everything visibly and audibly present in the film, diegetic and non-diegetic material












1.2  The order of the film and chronological order of diegetic events










	Possible features in two or more simultaneous shots or scenes: →
	Characters
	Space
	Characters’ points of view
	Parallel-worlds



	Chases and phone calls
	Different characters or groups of characters
	Different spaces, but during chases, the different actions usually end in the same place
	–
	–



	Polyphonic or ensemble plots
	Different characters or groups of characters, each of whom has an individual aim
	Neighbouring spaces
	–
	–



	Parallel plots
	Different characters or groups of characters, each of whom has an individual aim
	Different spaces
	–
	–



	Repeated event and hub-and-spoke plots
	Same characters
	Same space
	Different characters’ points of view
	–



	Branched plots
	Different versions of the same character
	–
	–
	Parallel-worlds











	Neither flashback nor flashforward
	One flashback In Medias Res
	Two flashbacks In Medias Res
	One flashforward and one flashback



	e1 e2 e3
	e2e1 e3
	e3e2e1
	e1e3e2



	 
	e2 e3e1
	 
	 



	 
	e3e1 e2
	 
	 
















	 
	First column
e1 is the first episode
	Second column
e2 is the first episode
	Third column
e3 is the first episode
	Fourth column
e4 is the first episode



	First row
	e1 e2 e3 e4
	e2 e1 e3 e4
	e3 e1 e2 e4
	e4 e1 e2 e3



	Second row
	e1 e2 e4 e3
	e2 e1 e4 e3
	e3 e1 e4 e2
	e4 e1 e3 e2



	Third row
	e1 e3 e2 e4
	e2 e3 e1 e4
	e3 e2 e1e4
	e4 e2 e1e3



	Fourth row
	e1 e3 e4 e2
	e2 e3 e4 e1
	e3 e2 e4 e1
	e4 e2 e3 e1



	Fifth row
	e1 e4 e3 e2
	e2 e4 e3 e1
	e3 e4 e1 e2
	e4 e3 e1e2



	Sixth row
	e1 e4 e2 e3
	e2 e4 e1 e3
	e3 e4 e2 e1
	e4 e3 e2 e1
























	Emotion
	Surprise/Recognition
	Strong surprise
	Curiosity/Retrospection
	Suspense/Prospection



	Is it oriented towards the diegetic past or future?
	Past
	Past
	Past
	Future



	Is it caused by a gap? What type?
	Hidden gap
	Gap created in the very moment in which it is filled in
	Perceived gap
	–



	Which films are more characterized by it?
	Jumbled plots, contemporary Hollywood and Japanese narrative cinema, deceptive, unreliable films
	Jumbled plots
	Jumbled and backwards plots, disorienting but solvable puzzle films, classical Hollywood cinema
	Classical Hollywood cinema, deceptive unreliable films





1.3  The duration of represented and representational time

























	ST, DT and slope
	Equation
	In which narrative segment it appears
	Cartesian graphic



	ST/DT=1 m=1
	y=x+q
	Shot or scene that does not present any gap
	[image: Ebook]



	ST>DT
	y=mx+q with m>1
	Slow motion or freeze-frame
	[image: Ebook]



	ST<DT
	y=mx+q with 0<m<1
	Accelerated motion, superimposition, dissolve, a scene or a sequence that presents gaps among their shots or a montage sequence
	[image: Ebook]



	ST=0 and DT≠0
	y=y1
	Gap
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	ST≠0 and DT=0
	x=x1
	Non-diegetic material
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	Time Travel Narratives



	Time traveller changes the future
	Time traveller does not change the future



	Time traveller maintains his bodily appearance and meets or does not meet his alter ego
	Time traveller enters into his younger or older self
	Time traveller maintains his bodily appearance and meets or does not meet his alter ego
	Time traveller enters into his younger or older self



	E.g. Twelve Monkeys, The Time Traveler’s Wife and Back to the Future
	E.g. The Butterfly Effect
	E.g. The Time Machine and Terminator
	E.g. repeated action plots, Groundhog Day













	1S/1D or nS/nD
	 
	 



	1S/nD
	We are shown once what typically occurred in the past or what will normally occur in the future
	Flashback or flashforward



	nS/1D
	Chases, polyphonic or ensemble and parallel plots
	Simultaneity of different events



	 
	Repeated event and hub-and-spoke plots
	Story knots: Same event from different characters’ points of view



	 
	Branched plots
	As many diegetic times as parallel realities



	 
	Same shots are repeated more than once
	Flashbacks or flashforwards, either due to a character’s recollection or premonition or to the director’s narrative or aesthetic choices



	 
	Repeated action plots and time travel narratives in which the time traveller enters into his alter ego’s body
	We empathize with the time traveller’s personal time, thus there is an evolution in diegetic time and not a repetition



	 
	Time travel narratives in which the time traveller meets his alter ego
	Story knots: Same event from different alter egos’ points of view; travel in the past or future for the time traveller is a flashback or flashforward for his alter ego


















	Flashback
	Flashforward



	Internal or mixed
	External
	Internal or mixed
	External



	Simple flashback: Actions that we have not already witnessed
	Flashback of simultaneity: Actions that happened simultaneously with other actions that we have already seen
	Simple flashback
	Simple flashforward: Actions that we will witness
	Flashforward of simultaneity: Actions that will happen simultaneously to other actions that we will see
	Simple flashforward









1.4  Temporalities
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