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comprise a mental hierarchy in which some phenomena - of ten those 
that arouse a strong desire for an enactive response, a desire to do 
something - will be the focus of attention. Other phenomena will 
not disappear, but will form 'a non-conscious associative network 
enriching the experience', or a macro-frame, a set of propositions 
determining the nature of the focus to which one is attending.261 

The experience may involve what Grodal terms proximal, 'subjective' 
experience, and distal, 'objective' experience. In proximal experi-
ence, phenomena 'are experienced as located in the body-mind' and 
may be described in terms such as 'causes pleasure to mouth, skin, 
causes pain to mouth, skin, causes inner feelings, releases cognitive 
and hormonal response'. In distal experience, phenomena 'are ex-
perienced as located in the exterior world' and may be described in 
terms such as 'a given item is sweet, soft, sharp, appealing, green'.262 

Grodal sees subjective experience in film as linked, not to a freer play 
of the mind and feelings, but, paradoxically, to a greater constraint 
on voluntary acts. 'Subjective camera' entails strict limitations on the 
placing of the camera, since the camera has to be positioned where 
the eyes of the protagonist, in any given scene, are supposed to be. 
It can be seen that Grodal offers a formidable and comprehensive 
theory that marshals a range of terms and concepts rather different 
f rom those of psychoanalytic film theory and that, in its emphasis on 
'innate brain circuitry', sets itself against the post-structuralist em-
phasis on the endlessly mobile, always reconstructible subject.263 

CINEMATIC COMPREHENSION 

David Bordwell has described the way in which the viewer uses the 
film as a series of cues to construct the narrative, whereas stylistic in-
formation tends to be thrown away and may be difficult to retrieve.264 

On the other hand, humans have an almost unlimited capacity for 
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storing and recognizing images. Bordwell develops a cognitive theory 
of film comprehension, which he explicitly opposes to a psychoana-
lytic theory of film.265 Psychoanalytic film theorists define the experi-
ence of reality as not being delimited by the horizon of conscious-
ness (or ' common sense'), but argue that it includes myth, ideology, 
and unconscious desires and fantasies. According to psychoanalysts, 
our consciousness is merely the tip or peak of our identity, most of 
which remains hidden and repressed. But for cognitive scientists, 
consciousness is not a mere superstructure, but the base, or basis, 
of identity. Following the cognitive scientists, Bordwell argues that 
film theorists should begin with cognitive explanations of filmic phe-
nomena, and should move on to psychoanalytic explanations only if a 
cognitive account is found wanting.266 

The basic premise of Bordwell's theory is that narration is the central 
process that influences the way a spectator understands narrative film. 
Moreover, he argues that spectators do not simply absorb a finalized, 
pre-existing narrative, but must actively construct its meaning. Bor-
dwell develops his theory within what is called the 'constructivist 
school' of cognitive psychology, which studies how perceivers 'make 
sense' of the world f rom inherently fragmentary and incomplete data 
and experiences. For example, we can only directly see three sides 
of a six-sided solid cube. But from this incomplete experience, we 
complete the cube by 'appending' the other three sides. Bordwell and 
other cognitive film theorists argue that film is like a six-sided cube in 
which spectators see at most only three sides on screen. The specta-
tor has to complete the film by appending the other three sides, so 
to speak. 

Bordwell outlines a cognitive theory of film that tries to explain how 
spectators complete a film's narrative, rendering it coherent. Specta-
tors are not free rational agents who can simply 'fill in the gaps' in a 
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film in any way they wish. Instead, intersubjective norms, principles, 
and conventions guide them. When watching a narrative film, spec-
tators do not simply 'absorb' the data, because it is not complete in 
itself. Instead, they have to process this inherently incomplete data. 
And they process it using what cognitive psychologists call schemata 
- norms and principles in the mind that organize the incomplete 
data into coherent mental representations. Schemata are activated by 
'cues' in the data. Bordwell notes that gaps in the data are the most 
evident cues, for they are simply the missing data that spectators need 
to fill in. For example, a cube 'suggests' its three hidden sides (the 
missing data) by a variety of cues, the way the three visible sides are 
projected in space, the way the viable sides form edges, and so on. 
More accurately, the cube cues us to fill in the three hidden sides. 
This process of filling-in is called hypothesis or inference generation. 

Narrative films cue spectators to generate inferences or hypotheses 
- but not just any inferences. When comprehending a narrative film, 
one schema in particular guides our hypotheses - the one that rep-
resents the canonical story format.267 Moreover, comprehension ol 
a narrative is made easier if it is organized around a goal-oriented 
protagonist - a character who drives the narrative towards his or her 
predefined goal. Spectators do not, therefore, enter the cinema with 
a blank mind and passively absorb the film's narrative. Just as each 
language-learner internalises the rules of his/her native language, so 
each film spectator internalises a schema, a template or set of norms 
and principles with which to comprehend narrative films. Spectators 
internalise a schema called the canonical story format. 

Bordwell also identifies several types of gap (the most recognizable 
cue in the text). When analysing gaps, we need to ask: Are they tem-
porary or permanent? Most are temporary - that is, resolved by the 
end of the film. Second, are they flaunted or suppressed? A gap is 
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flaunted when the spectator is made aware that there is some infor-
mation they need to know about the fabula, whereas a suppressed 
gap does not call attention to itself. Finally, are the gaps diffused or 
focused? 

A diffused gap is open ended, leading the spectator to generate a 
series of non-exclusive hypotheses, whereas a focused gap is clearly 
defined and leads the spectator to generate an exclusive hypothesis. 
A diffuse gap introduced at the beginning of a film can be gradually 
brought into focus as the film progresses. The expositional moments 
in a film introduce pertinent background information about the set-
tings, characters, and states of affairs. Exposition can be concentrated 
into a few scenes or, more rarely, diffused throughout the whole film. 
If concentrated, it may be preliminary (appearing at the beginning of 
the film) or delayed until the end (as in detective films). The syuzhet 
can also set up false leads, complications in the action, and subplots 
to delay fabula information. Or it may convey some information on 
several occasions (redundancy), to reinforce the importance of that 
information and ensure its effective communication. 

Edward Branigan's cognitive model of narration presupposes both a 
sender and receiver of a film - in fact several senders and receivers. 
Branigan draws upon concepts from cognitive science, narratology, 
and linguistics to develop his theory of film narrative and narration -
more specifically, a theory of a story world's space, time, causality, of 
point of view, levels of narration, the relation between subjective and 
objective narration, and the relation between fiction and narrative. 
Like Bordwell, Branigan employs the concept of schema to explain 
the role of narrative in organizing the spectator 's experience ot a 
film. Moreover, Branigan does not represent the narrative schema as 
a linear list, as Bordwell does when writing about the canonical story 
format. Instead, Branigan develops a more open and dynamic model , 
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one organized as a hexagon with the main narrative actions (exposi-
tion, complicating action, and so on) represented at the points of the 
hexagon, and linked together by connecting lines.268 

This model captures the complexity of narrative more than a linear 
model because it describes the recursive nature ot narrative: 'Narra-
tive is a recursive organization of data; that is, its components may 
be embedded successively at various micro- and macro-levels of ac-
tion'.269 The narration conveys these narrative events to spectators, 
and the uniqueness of Branigan's theory and methodology lies in the 
complex model of narration. 

According to David Bordwell: "Meaning-making is a psychological 
and social activity fundamentally akin to other cognitive processes. 
The perceiver is not a passive receiver of data but an active mobilizer 
of structures and processes (either 'hard-wired' or learned) which 
enable her to search for information relevant to task and data at hand. 
In watching a film, the perceiver identities certain cues which prompt 
her to execute many inferential activities - ranging from the manda-
tory and very fast activity of perceiving apparent motion, through 
the more 'cognitively penetrable' process ot constructing, say, links 
between scenes, to the still more open process of ascribing abstract 
meanings to the film."27U 

Every cinematic text should be as it is, tull of clues, which allow us 
to deconstruct the assumptions, gaps, disconnections and points of 
breakdown. But the notions against it are clearly shown in cinematic 
texts that are based on streams of consciousness, dreams or free asso-
ciations. The riddles and gaps connected with them, offer us a chance 
with so many explanations that the confidence is lost. Of course, we 
can think that every gap in a cinematic text can be explained by some 
code. But if every cinematic text is characterized by an interaction of 
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many kinds of structures (which break down each other), then it is 
not possible to generate fully and clearly which structure is responsi-
ble for a certain gap in a cinematic text. 

Rudolf Arnheim thinks that a human mind can be forced to produce 
replicas of things, but it is not naturally geared to it, since perception 
is concerned with the grasping of significant form. The mind finds 
it hard to produce images devoid of that formal virtue.271 And as 
symbols, fairly realistic images have the advantage of giving flesh and 
blood to the structural skeletons of ideas. "They convey a sense of 
lifelike presence, which is often desirable. But they may be inefficient 
otherwise because the objects they represent are, after all, only part-
time symbols."272 

In the 1990s, film theory shared in the retreat f rom grand theory to 
be found across the humanities and human sciences. The most widely 
publicized idea of the decade was postmodernism, and this claimed 
that the era of grand narrative, and theories was over. Christianity, 
Hegelian philosophy, Marxism and structuralism were all consigned 
to the dustbin of a history that had effectively come to an end, things 
would still go on happening, but no large-scale systematic change 
would ever again occur. What were left were local, partial, provisional 
narratives and theories, aware of their own fragility, and thus able to 
provide specific insights without ever proving oppressive. This chimed 
in with the advocacy of 'piecemeal theorising' by thinkers who would 
not have allied themselves with postmodernism, such as the cognitive 
film theorist Noel Carroll.273 There are plausible theories about story 
structures, in the form of hierarchical analyses which account for 
much of readers' memories of the story's contents. These analyses 
describe the structures of the narrative film, and not the spectator 's 
mental representation during the viewing of the film. 
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