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PREFACE

Everyone enjoys a good film. But we seldom pause to ask ourselves what it is about film that makes it so appealing. What is it about film, with its distinctive form and methods, which accounts for its allure? This book is an attempt to answer that question.

The question came to my attention several years ago, when I was visiting New Orleans to give a lecture on dreams and the imagination (the steaminess seemed conducive). I had been working with the idea that our immersion in our dreams is analogous to the immersion we experience in fictional works, especially films. The idea was that our assent to what we dream might be a special case of our propensity to become involved in fictional products, allowing them to take over our minds—dream belief as fictional absorption. But then it occurred to me that perhaps the direction of illumination goes the other way too: maybe our experience of films is conditioned by our prior experience with dreams. Could it be that the allure of film is explained by the fact that films evoke the dreaming mind of the viewer? So began my inquiries into the nature of film and the way it is received by the viewing consciousness.

I soon learned that the dream interpretation of film has a history, with theorists of film sometimes mentioning the analogy. But the idea had never been fully developed and treated as a theory to be argued for and tested. Furthermore, other aspects of the film experience began to occur to me, notably the particular way in which we visually apprehend the screen, as well as the significance of the physical film image itself. Putting these ideas together is what this book is all about. I intend it for anyone interested in understanding his or her own response to cinema, as well as for people more professionally involved in movies—film students, critics, filmmakers, theorists of art. This is a subject in which analysis and theory can reveal unsuspected meanings, and I venture to suggest that grasping these meanings can change the way you watch movies. Reflective understanding of our spontaneous response to film images cannot help informing that response.

Working on this book involved the interplay between thinking theoretically about film and actually going to see movies. This is an agreeable way to work. Instead of feeling guilty about indulging my movie habit (sometimes in the afternoon!) I could regard it as serious research. Oh, I have labored long and hard in the movie theatres of the world. I invite my readers to do the same: read this book, then go to the movies, and see how the two mesh. The test is whether your movie experience is enriched.

My conversations with other movie enthusiasts have been very helpful, as I tried to probe their responses to film. I want to thank in particular Jonathan Miller, Oliver Sacks, Peter Kivy, Connor Martin, and Catherine Mortenson. I am also grateful to my agent, Susan Rabiner, and my editor, Dan Frank, both of whom made valiant efforts to save me from the pedantries characteristic of my calling (academic philosopher).




One
THE POWER OF FILM

THE MIND-MOVIE PROBLEM

The power of film is indisputable. Since the beginning of movies, a little over a hundred years ago, they have captivated audiences. We want, badly, to watch. And this power seems unique to film. As the philosopher Stanley Cavell remarks, in The World Viewed,”the sheer power of film is unlike the powers of the other arts.”1 There is something about movies specifically—whether they emanate from America or France, Britain or Sweden—which succeeds in connecting to the human psyche in a deep way. Movies carry some sort of psychic charge that no other art form— perhaps no other spectacle—can quite match.

Their power is manifested in two ways: demographically and individually. Movies simply have a larger mass appeal than any other artistic medium. Nothing draws crowds in the millions like a new movie—and this was so from the very beginning. (It is this fact that explains the colossal investment of money that goes into the movie business. What would the movie industry be like today if movies had the demographics of, say, opera or stamp collecting?) People read novels and go to the theatre, of course, but it is the cinema that really packs them in. And this mass appeal is remarkably cross-cultural. All across the world people flock to the movies, and it is amazing how easy it is for a movie from one country to cross boundaries into another, perhaps with suitable subtitles or dubbing—I once watched a Clint Eastwood cowboy film in Paris in which the tough gunslinger intoned the words “Fermez la porte” in an impeccable French accent.

There is also, at the individual level, the quality of the attraction—the sheer intensity of the movie-watching experience. From childhood on, we are all familiar with that sense of entrancement that accompanies sitting quietly in the pierced darkness of the movie theatre. The mind seems to step into another sphere of engagement as the images on the screen flood into our receptive consciousness. We are gripped. The quality of this mental engagement, the way the mind is invaded and commandeered, is something that has been evident since the early days of the silent era, when film was at its least technologically sophisticated. The moving image itself seems an object of extraordinary potency. In the movie-watching experience we enter an “altered state of consciousness,” enthralling and irresistible.

What is it about movies that explains their amazing hold over the human mind? Why do we love movies (and we do love them—thrill to their presence, romanticize them, suffer when they let us down)? Clearly, there must be something about those light projections through celluloid, on the one hand, and the nature of the human mind, on the other, that accounts for the seemingly preordained match that exists between them. How do they manage to mesh so naturally, smoothly, and overwhelmingly? I like to call this the “mind-movie problem,” by analogy with the philosophical mind-body problem.2 The mind-body problem is the problem of explaining how conscious experience relates to the physical materials of the body and brain; the mind-movie problem is the problem of explaining how it is that the two-dimensional moving image, as we experience it in a typical feature film, manages to hook our consciousness in the way it does. How do these jumpy splashes of light contrive to strike our mind with such force? Somehow movies and the mind are suited to one another, mutually adapted—and I want to explain what it is about both terms of this nexus that makes it as charged as it is. What is it about the screen image and the mind that views it that makes the marriage between them so successful—so passionate and tempestuous, one might almost say? What is this love affair with the screen?

DUBIOUS SUGGESTIONS

What accounts for the power of film? An obvious first thought is that movies are uniquely realistic—they recreate or reproduce the very events that they record. The camera, in this view, is a device for making available, for later consumption, the very same worldly events that took place before it at some earlier time. Accordingly, what we see in the movies is indistinguishable from what we would have seen had we been there at the original shooting. Suppose you would like to see what some historical battle actually looked like to a living onlooker; well, movies enable you to have this experience without having to travel back in time and witness the events themselves or have before you armies of real actors. Movies literally recreate worldly events before our very eyes. They duplicate reality. Seeing film is just like seeing the reality filmed. And reality certainly has the power to hold our attention.

This view is inadequate for a couple of reasons. It is simply not true that the movie image literally reproduces real events. We are never fooled by a movie depiction of a battle into thinking that we are really there—or else we might head smartly for the exit. A movie is not some kind of illusion of reality, if that means something that appears just like reality itself but isn't. We never really mistake a movie image for a real object, as if thinking that Harrison Ford, say, is in the theatre with us, feet away. The power of movies cannot be identical to the power of seeing the real events; the movie's power must lie in what distinguishes it from seeing real events. The power of seeing a real battle is just a different kind of power from that of seeing a movie of a battle (though that is not to say that the first kind of power is totally irrelevant to the second). Similarly, we can readily distinguish the stage in the performance of a play from the real world, not somehow confusing the events of the play with real events. We can likewise distinguish the screen in a movie theatre from a chunk of real reality (so to speak), not taking the images before us literally to be real objects and situations. The power of cinema does not derive from its giving us the full-blown illusion of reality—as when I might actually hallucinate the presence of a monster and be genuinely afraid, having taken the illusion to be reality. It is not that in a horror film, say, I am under the impression that a living (or unliving) vampire is literally standing not ten feet in front of me, and find myself understandably riveted; I know very well that it's just a picture of a vampire. And yet I am still riveted (though in a different way).

Nor do we find movies fascinating precisely in proportion to how fascinating we find reality. Reality itself might leave us bored and indifferent, but when it comes to us in the form of a movie image it can take on life and meaning. Watching someone light a cigarette in real life can be pretty dull, but in the context of a story projected onto the movie screen our eyes and mind will be drawn in. The movie adds something to reality, and this is part of its power (later we will explore in detail what exactly it adds). It is the same with painting: the interest of a portrait is very different from the interest we take in its sitter, who may be quite uninteresting to look at. The visual arts are not in general attempts to produce twins of real people. It is not the alleged lifelike-ness of cinema that determines its interest for us, since (a) it is not lifelike in any literal sense, and (b) being lifelike is not enough to confer fascination on something. In short, the psychological power of a representation of something is not the same as the psychological power of that thing. Art, in other words, is transformative.

A different suggestion might be that movies engage our mind, not by simulating reality, but by offering us fiction. We love stories in general, and movies tell us stories in visual images instead of words on the page. Does our taste for fictional narratives explain our liking for movie narratives? We are quite aware that it is all just fiction; but fiction is what we crave, not quotidian reality. What moves us at the movie theatre is the power of the imagination.

Now it is certainly true that the fictional content of films must be part of their appeal—we like to get caught up in a good yarn—but this suggestion suffers from not specifying what it is about movies in particular that grips us so. What is it about films, as opposed to novels, that gives rise to our special engagement with them? It isn't just the story being told—indeed, we might find the story banal if it came to us in merely verbal form—it is the form in which the story comes to us that enthralls us. It is the fact that it is a story on film that creates the special power of cinema, not simply being a story told in some medium or other. If it were just the latter, then we might well prefer to stay home and read a book—which would be easier and cheaper. But what we crave when we itch to see a film is the particular nature of the cinematic experience—which includes, but is not exhausted by, the embedded narrative itself. Clearly, the experience of seeing photographic images on a screen is very different from seeing or hearing words that describe the selfsame events. We need to identify what specific properties of film contribute to the movie-watching experience. Obviously, seeing a film is not the same as hearing someone tell you the story of it!

It might be maintained that it is the ideological content of cinema that explains its sway over the minds of the audience. The movies, it is said, support and reinforce the prevailing ideology of the society within which they are made and viewed, and the population has already been brain-washed by this ideology into being mesmerized by the cinema's own version of it. The movies thus collude with the prevailing ideology, which has already wormed its way into the deeper layers of the audience's psyche. For example, a romantic comedy might reinforce sexual stereotypes, connecting with the attitudes already present in the audience. The power of cinema is thus the power of ideology.3

I would not wish to deny that movies can harbor ideological assumptions and biases—as any other art form can—and that these might well reflect and bolster similar assumptions and biases in the mind of a viewer. But this is not a very convincing account of the power of cinema. First, we again have nothing here to explain what is distinctive of film. Ideology can be foisted on people in any number of forms—speeches, advertising, literary fiction, jokes, even music—but cinema has a special kind of power for the viewer. I might find the ideology embedded in a film crude and unconvincing (for some reason the Rambo films come to mind); but the film might still engage my attention in powerful ways, because of something about film itself, as distinct from whatever ideology it might contain. Contrariwise, a film might conform to my ideological beliefs perfectly while leaving me cold. Secondly, surely it is possible for a film to embody no particular political ideology and still be a powerful viewing experience. What is the ideology of The Wizard of Oz: socialist, capitalist, colonialist, anti-witch, animal liberationist? Not everything is an exercise in power politics. So it can't be that the power of film derives from its consonance with the ideology people bring with them to the cinema. The filmic is simply not always the political. At a minimum, the power of film must have something essentially to do with the fact that films consist of moving pictures, not with the ideological baggage such pictures may or may not bring with them. (Or is there an implicit ideology even there—keep on the move, never rest, become two-dimensional!?)

This may prompt an appealingly straightforward response to our question—namely, people like moving pictures because they like to see movement depicted. The world around us consists of objects in motion, particularly human bodies, and what cinema achieves, in contradistinction to still photography, is precisely the depiction of movement. Isn't this why, at the dawn of cinema, people were so impressed by the new medium, in contrast to painting and photography? Movement itself can seem like the universe's most basic miracle. Imagine a totally static universe that clicked into animation after a few billion years of nothing: the new movement would seem astonishing. What cinema achieves is the manmade reproduction of the magic of movement. Like dance, movies celebrate the manifold ways of going from A to B. Moreover, not only can we reproduce the movement of things in a new form; we can also study and appreciate this movement better, by means of the close-up, slow motion, speed motion, and so on.

This theory has the advantage of drawing upon a distinctive property of the film medium—namely, that it consists of moving pictures—but it seems to me far too superficial to explain what needs to be explained. To be sure, we like to perceive movement in nature, but how much interest is there in watching a simple movement repeat itself, even a complex sequence of movements? Also, to go back to an earlier point, in watching filmed movement the viewer does not somehow mistake what she sees for the actual movement of objects—we are not under the illusion that objects are moving in front of us. Perhaps without movement movies would not strongly engage us, but movement by itself is not enough to account for the hold that movies have over the mind. The emotional resonance of film is entirely overlooked in this account. There was the charm of novelty when the moving image first came on the scene, but mere representations of movement would be a novelty that quickly wore off if there were nothing more to movies than that.

Those steeped in the ways of Freudian psychoanalysis may try a very different angle: movies engage the mind because they make subliminal contact with the unconscious mind. Movies filter down into the unconscious, where they meet up with our primitive repressed desires and childhood memories. Thus it has been suggested that the screen stands for the breast as a Freudian symbol, so that the film viewer is regressing to an infantile state in which he has still not differentiated himself from the objective world, and in which he still is attached to the all-encompassing mother. The attractions of the screen mimic the comforts of the breast.4

It is hard to discuss such proposals without undertaking a full-scale discussion of Freudian theory, which I cannot do here; but I take it few people will be immediately swayed by such farfetched ideas. As the film theorist Noel Carroll remarks, if the screen is the breast, where is the nipple?5 Also, screens are flat, whereas breasts tend not to be—not to mention square and unitary. Perhaps there are unconscious fears and desires that some movies succeed in reaching, thus delivering to the viewer a psychic depth charge; but surely many movies have nothing to do with any supposed Freudian unconscious. It can hardly be that every movie plays out some Oedipal drama that pricks the viewer's unconscious. And, once again, the fact, if it is one, that certain narrative themes might mesh with the apparatus of Freudian psychology does nothing to explain what it is about movies specifically—as opposed to novels, theatre, painting, and so on—that engages us. If this were the correct explanation, then it would be hard to see why movies should stand out from these other media, quantitatively or qualitatively. Why should what is peculiarly cinematic connect so powerfully with Freudian psychical formations?

A final proposal—one made by Carroll, an astute commentator on the workings of film—is that movies offer us, by means of their cinematic devices, an unusually clear and intelligible medium.6 We do not need to learn to watch films (unlike reading), and such devices as the close-up and variable framing (moving the camera around to produce different perspectives) serve to direct the viewer's attention to precisely where it needs to go in order the follow the action. Thus movies are uniquely accessible to the viewing mind— easily digested. While I would agree that movies do enjoy this kind of narrative perspicuity, this doesn't explain their power. Something can be easy to follow and yet profoundly boring. Why should the fact that I find something highly intelligible by itself make me enthralled by it? The impact on the psyche seems to go deeper than simply ease of processing. Carroll wants to suggest that the power of movies is a matter of how they are processed by the intellect. But isn't that power primarily manifested in the emotions generated by film? We need to know how movies tap so readily into our emotions, not merely how they are cognitively accessible. For movies to have their power, it is perhaps necessary that they be readily intelligible to the audience (though some affecting films are quite puzzling); but this does not seem sufficient to explain the peculiar power that they have. It is far too general a property to do that, possessed by many other art forms to one degree or another. We need to find something unique to film, not something that comes in degrees and can be possessed by other media. When I am mesmerized by a scene in a film, it is not simply because I understand it extremely well.

MOVIES AND PLAYS

When movies began, many people felt that this new medium was doomed, nothing more than a wan simulacrum of live theatre. Instead of live actors performing in front of you, in full 3-D with natural color and sound, the cinema offered only mute 2-D monochrome—a paltry substitute for the real thing. Once the novelty wore off, audiences would dwindle, and film would retire to its true calling—as a documentary medium, perhaps especially well suited to medical education. This prediction, of course, has been spectacularly refuted. But it enables us to frame our question in a sharp way: how does cinema differ from theatre in its ability to engage the mind? Both are visual media primarily (unlike the novel), and both involve the temporal sequencing of human actions (unlike painting); so what does cinema have that theatre lacks? It is easy to see what theatre has that cinema lacks—real performers in close proximity to the audience— but what is it that cinema gives us that theatre does not? How exactly is the movie experience unlike the theatre experience, and in ways that add to its appeal? That is how I shall be framing the question, so nothing can count as a good answer to it that fails to differentiate movies from stage plays. Throughout this book, then, I shall be concerned with what is peculiar to film—that is, peculiar to the psychology of film watching. I want to understand how movies work on the mind in virtue of their specific properties, and what it is about the mind that prepares it for the influence of movies. This is an investigation into the psychology of film—specifically, film reception. I shall be concerned with this question from the perceptual, cognitive, and affective viewpoints: how we see films, what the film image means to us, and how our feelings are aroused by film. Movies engage our psychological faculties in profound and unique ways. Though movies are of relatively recent origin, they call upon ancient and deep-seated aspects of the mind; and they enjoy significant liaisons with other aspects of our experience of the world. They serve to condense much of significance into a relatively brief and isolated experience— the experience of watching a movie.


Two
VISION AND THE SCREEN

LOOKING AND SEEING

You are sitting in the movie theatre, eyes turned toward the screen. Light images are being projected onto that blank expanse—a series of stills in very quick succession, seen as movement—and these images in turn project light into your eyes. You see something. You visually attend. There is an act of looking. But what do you see, what do you attend to, what do you look at? What, in general, is your visual relation to the screen, the moving image, the actors, the characters they play? For all of these things are distinct from each other: the screen isn't the image temporarily falling upon it; the image isn't identical to the actor whose image it is; and the actor cannot be identified (literally) with the character he or she plays. So what is your visual relation to each of these entities? When, as we say, we “watch a movie,” what is going on with our eyes—with our whole visual system? This is the first stage at which the movie exerts its power over us—how it enters our eyes—and we need to know what kind of vision this involves.

It is clear enough that we see the images on the screen— those projected patterns of light. Our visual awareness represents those images, just as it does ordinary objects of sight. The images are patches of light that appear in visual consciousness, just as sunlight falling across the screen would be seen. It is less clear that we see the screen onto which the images are projected, at least once the movie starts. Before the movie starts, when the screen is blank, it can of course be readily seen (so long as the curtain is not in the way): it is just a large expanse of whitish gray right in front of you. But once the images start to inhabit its surface, it effectively disappears, covered up by the images. You certainly can't see its gray coloring. It is as if it has been covered with a coat of paint, rendering invisible what was once visible. (Television is different: here you see the screen even when the set is on, because the TV images are not thrown onto the screen.) The images themselves are what now occupy the visual field— they are straightforwardly seen. At best, the screen is seen in a secondary sense, as what “contains” the images.

But are the images that we see also looked at? We appear to be looking at something as we watch a movie—is it simply the images on the screen? I don't mean “look at” in the sense of “look toward”—the viewer's eyes are certainly oriented in the direction of the image—but in the sense of attending to them: Are we looking at them in the way we might be looking at the flaws in a piece of china or the petals on a flower—examining them, scrutinizing them, focusing on them? Are they the prime objects of our visual attention? This question has not been settled once we have decided whether the images are seen, since it is possible to see something you are not attending to or looking at. I might be searching for you in a crowd, but “look right through you”: you certainly occupy my visual field and are seen by me, but I don't focus on you or single you out from everyone else. At any given moment we are seeing a great many things, only some of which we are actively looking at or attending to. So are the images on the screen something we see but don't look at?

I think the answer is clearly yes. We are not attending to those patterns of light that we are no doubt seeing; nor are we attending to the screen on which they appear. This is obvious once we think of a case in which we would say we are looking at the images—when there is something wrong with the images, say, when they're blurred or grainy or oddly colored, and our job is to correct the problem. But in the normal case of watching a movie we don't focus our attention on those fleeting patterns of light—we, as it were, look right through them. What we look through them to I shall consider later; for now I hope it is clear that we are not, in the normal case, looking at the images that we indisputably see. They
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