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CHAPTER I

BruTAL BEGINNINGS:
IMAGINING MURDER/
WATCcHING MURDER

murder for profit. Three decades after he made Bill Sikes
bludgeon the prostitute Nancy to death in Olfver Twist, a
Russian admirer introduced fiction’s most celebrated double murderer,
Rodion Raskolnikov. Moviemakers have always delighted in murders,
and among the most notorious is the killing of Marion Crane in
Hitchcock’s Psycho. Naked Marion appears to be slashed in a blur of
splashing water, spattering blood, and flapping shower curtain. The
curtain, water, and bloodily convulsive action disguise the details of
the knifing as well as the identity of her maniacal killer. Dostoyevsky
is more explicit, slow moving, and carefully gruesome.

Charles Dickens was the first famous novelist to commit

He pulled the ax out all the way, raised it up in both hands, hardly aware
of what he was doing, and without effort, almost automatically, he
brought the blunt side down on her head. . . . The old woman was bare-
headed as usual. Her scant, gray-flecked hair, as usual greasy and
streaked with oil, was in a rat’s tail plait, fastened by a piece of broken
horn comb that stuck out at the nape of her neck. She was short, and his
blow struck her on the very top of her head. She cried out feebly. Then
all at once she slumped in a heap to the floor, even as she managed to
raise both hands to her head. One hand still held his pledge. He struck
again, and then again, with all his strength, on the top of her head with
the blunt side of the ax. The blood poured out as from an overturned
glass, and her body collapsed backward. He stepped back as she fell, and
he bent over her face. She was dead. Her eyes were staring as if leaping
out at him. Her forehead and her face were convulsively contorted. (1:7)"

* Because all the novels I discuss exist in a variety of popular editions, my citations
are simply to chapters, or, as here, to parts and chapters. Except where otherwise indi-
cated I am responsible for the translations.



2 &= Make Believe in Film and Fiction

Differences in how Marion Crane and the old pawnbroker are
murdered illustrate how novelists and filmmakers inflame our imagi-
nations by different forms of make believe. The differences should
stir our recognition that motion pictures were the first art to make
possible genuine visual storytelling. And appreciation of the distinc-
tions between the imagining evoked by film and fiction should
increase the pleasure and profit we derive from excellent storytelling
in each form—even the pleasures of seeing or imagining horrifying
murders.

The sensationalism of the Psycho shower murder takes the first-time
viewer by surprise: visual narrative centers attention on the unpre-
dictable. Exciting events often occur unexpectedly in ordinary life,
and our visual perceptual system is spectacularly efficient at register-
ing what we could not have anticipated. Confronted with startling
violence, our attention (both physiological and psychic) concen-
trates, excluding everything except the immediate sight. Reading the
murder in Crime and Punishment is a slower, more diffuse, process.
This murder horrifies by enacting what we and Raskolnikov have
fearfully anticipated. And parts of Dostoyevsky’s narrative carry out
minds away from details of the killing. The novel is less sensational
because it enables us not to see the murder but to zmagine it.

Seeing and imagining are entirely distinct. Watching Psycho, we see
what appears to be a murder; reading Crime and Punishment, we see black
marks, letters, on a white page. Reading fiction is facilitated by shutting
out sensory impressions. We ignore the physical shape of the letters on
the page so as to imagine minute details, such as the broken comb at the
nape of the pawnbroker’s neck. But the words also provoke imagining
of what is not part of the immediate scene, for instance, the reference to
the woman’s hair being arranged “as usual,” and the description of the
blood pouring from her head “as from an overturned glass.” The oddity
of this simile—when was the last time you saw a glass full of blood?—
displays how unfettered is verbal make believe by sensory verisimili-
tude. As surprising and more disturbing is our imagining aroused by
Raskolnikov’s bringing down on the pawnbroker’s head the b/unt side of
his ax. During Psycho’s murder, we are not made to think about the
difference between the edge and the point of the killer’s knife. But by
specifying the blunt side of the ax, Dostoyevsky incites us to imagine its
opposite, the ax’s edge, the possibility of what might have happened had
Raskolnikov used the “appropriate” striking part of the ax. Raskolnikov’s
murder is peculiarly revolting because it stimulates us to imagine how it
could have been done “better.”
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Dostoyevsky’s technique here is now called “side-shadowing,”
narrative that invokes readers’ underconsciousness of how events
might have happened otherwise than they did, or even not have
happened at all (Morson, 1994; 1998). This technique is unavailable to
movies, which cannot display what is never visible. Raskolnikov’s sec-
ond murder, however, seems more like the killing of Marion Crane
because it is unexpected. He had not anticipated Lizaveta’s return to
the apartment, nor had first-time readers of the novel. Yet when she
appears all readers instantly understand why—remembering that
Raskolnikov overslept and came to the pawnbroker’s apartment later
than he had planned. Our imagination has no difficulty flashing back
to, and instantaneously returning from, events long before the cur-
rent moment, even though the narrative has just maneuvered us into
imagining from inside Raskolnikov’s mind. We share his shock of
startled fear as, fumbling through the pawnbroker’s possessions, he
suddenly hears the sound of movement in the room where there
should be only a bloody corpse. As Raskolnikov pauses, we pause with
him, feeling his bewildered fear. When he rushes out and confronts
Lizaveta, we realize why she is here, as he may or may not. For at this
moment the narrative carries us away from imagining through
Raskolnikov’s mind and back to an “objective” imagining perspective
as he again raises the ax. We imagine him striking without sharing in
his perceptions and feelings as he kills. This shifting of how we imag-
ine, one instant inside the murderer’s mind, the next outside his sub-
jectivity, is such an easy operation for our mind that we probably
don’t even notice its activity. But the shift in imaginative position
affects our response, in part because it creates a formal parallel/contrast
between this narration and that of the first murder making the speci-
ficity of the second killing more hideous. We now imagine Raskolnikov
facing his victim, pathetic and innocent Liza, whom he sees seeing his
terrible purpose, pitiably half-holding up one hand, and deprived of
the power of speech, whereas the pawnbroker was turned away from
him, her head bent, muttering over the pledge. And the second time
Raskolnikov strikes with the edge of the ax.

What Dostoyevsky imagined is accessible to any reader because it is
carefully structured imagining. Such formalizing is the salient feature of
all powerful verbal make believe, which never allows the order of events
as they would occur in actuality to interfere with the most effective
structuring of the imagining process created by the storyteller. The key
teature of this formalizing is continuous associating of what we are
reading and #re imagining with what we hzve read and hzve imagined.
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In the Psycho shower scene, nothing distracts our attention from
visible movements —and the episode is constituted entirely of move-
ments of knife, bodies, curtain, and cascading water. The very
indistinctness of the murderer’s face (which of course is essential to
the plot) contributes to our concentration on the action. We focus
on the knifing, more than on killer or on victim. The violent episode
thus manifests in miniature the structure of the entire film, which
allows nothing to impede its actions. Physical activity dominates
visual narrative, of which the central feature is perceptible motion.
This is why lots of movies are crudely melodramatic. But when
intelligently organized, a narrative of physical movements can be as
intellectually compelling as emotionally exciting.

The key to understanding visual make believe is the fundamental
paradox in this scene from Psycho: we imagine we see Marion Crane
being murdered. This paradox has become the focus for all the most
sophisticated critics of motion picture artistry—especially those
philosophically inclined, like Gregory Currie (1996), Kendall Walton
(1990), and Noél Carroll for more than two decades. The paradox
arises because our imagining of the shower murder is evoked by
entirely normal processes of visual perception. We see the knife
directed by Norman Bates’s hand in the same way we see knives used
in everyday life, as when our spouse slices a loaf of rye bread. At Psycho
we know we are watching a movie, not least because our eyes are reg-
istering simultaneously both the actions and the screen on which
they are projected. But watching a movie we use our visual percep-
tions almost exactly as we use them all day every day. Contrarily, when
we imagine Raskolnikov’s murders these perceptions are in abeyance
except for the print on the page. Raskolnikov’s actions are entirely
and forever imaginary; they never had and they never will have any
perceptible existence.

Awareness of this fundamental distinction can increase our enjoy-
ment of the related yet different experiences of visual and verbal
make believe, even though forcing us to reconsider some of our pre-
conceptions about how we see. My sight of the knife in Norman
Bates’s hand is essentially identical with my sight of the knife in my
wife’s hand as she cuts open a peach. This sight in itself carries no
ethical charge—and neither does the sight of Norman knifing
Marion. There is no moral difference between seezng a knife penetrat-
ing a peach or a woman’s body. We, the spectators, add emotional and
ethical valences to what we see. The ethical “innocence” of all sights
as sights moviemakers exploit, especially by making it difficult for us
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not to believe we are seeing in the movie things as they “really” are,
uncontaminated by either the moviemakers’ cleverness or our own
preconceptions, prejudices, biases, or psychological peculiarities.
Contemporary critics have taken to repeating endlessly that such
presentation and perception is illusory, and we know it is, but that
doesn’t matter when in a movie theater we watch Marion Crane being
slaughtered. The killing “looks real,” because we seem to perceive its
events exactly as we perceive the events of real life. This exposes the
fundamental difficulty faced by every moviemaker—concealing the
deceptiveness that is the essence of his art. Unlike Dostoyevsky, who
increases the effectiveness of his narrative by making its structure
discernible, a moviemaker like Hitchcock must gppear never to distort
the “natural” order of actions. If he succeeds, his movie can strike
with devastating power, because then the emotional and moral sig-
nificance of events created by their spectators appear “naturally”
embodied in vividly visible realities.

How movies lure us into investing “objective” sights with ethical as
well as emotional meaning is displayed by the appalling conclusion of
the Oscar-winning film from Yugoslavia, No Mans Land. This shows
multitudes of supposedly concerned people abandoning a dangerously
wounded Bosnian lying on a mine that cannot be defused, and that, if
he is lifted off it, will explode to destroy everything within thirty
yards. Spectators are thus finally left with nothing in the fading light
of the setting sun but the sight of the injured man deserted by the
people who have swarmed around him, a few because they care for
him, more pretending to care, pretending to sympathize, pretending
they can and will help him. The ethical impact of this scene is con-
veyed most powerfully by its utter clarity. Thanks to the moviemakers’
skill in arranging its “reality,” we see with a precise distinctness every
substantial detail of this physical embodiment of moral horror. We
see, with our vision cleansed of prejudices, preconceptions, and com-
forting illusions, the brutal insanity of war.

The perspicuousness that a movie forces upon its spectators may
be, paradoxically, of confusion or indistinctness—as in the Psycho
murder. Hitchcock’s genius in this scene is making us imagine we
have seen what in fact he does not literally show, the knife entering
Marion’s body. This cleverly concealed omission intensifies the shock
of the killing, because we imagine its climax—which happens in our
mind. Simultaneously the obscured concealment sustains the scene’s
fundamental terror: a personal attack whose violence is bewildering
in its total unexpectedness. That we feel powerfully because the
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visual clarity (even of its confusingness) of the crime wipes out the
psychological protections with which we guard ourselves against
traumatic sensations. And we can enjoy Hitchcock’s brutal murder
because there is in vision an indestructible defense against being psy-
chically injured by what we see: distancing. “Sight is the most distancing
sense” (Ong: 1977, 138). We literally cannot see anything except at
some distance, and to see something is to recognize its separateness
from us. This is why we cannot really share sights. An appeal to “come
look at this” invites someone to see what we see, to have a perception
only /zke ours, just as physically different perspectives produce differ-
ent sights. Everybody in the theater sees the same events in Psycho
and No Man’ Land, but each sees in her own idiosyncratic fashion, as
well as from a singular perspective. So far as movies are primarily
visual experience, a film may drive apart those who gathered together
to watch it. Verbal make believe is utterly different. We read for the
meaning, not the perceptible actuality of the words on the page, and
that meaning takes form entirely within our mind. We cannot be sep-
arated from what we read because it is totally in our mind. We read
alone, but we are not distanced by reading from what we read. We are
always aware that we are reading, but our engagement with what we
read can become very intimate. We realize the intimacy of reading
when we pick up a novel written in a language in which we are not flu-
ent, and find ourselves blocked from the familiar processes by which
our mind enters—and is entered by—another’s consciousness.
These are the distinctions that will be the basis of all the discussions
in the following pages. Although there have been plenty of compar-
isons between novels and movies, none to my knowledge has
attempted such an extended and detailed contrasting of visual and
verbal make believe. Nor have other critics founded their analyses so
consistently as I will on the experiences of rereading and reseeing. This
concentration explains my choice of exemplifying texts: nineteenth-
century “classic” novels and twentieth-century “classic” movies.
These are stories that reward reexperiencing. Analyzing films or nov-
els as if they were read or seen only once, or as if there were no signif-
icant differences between first encounters and subsequent ones
obscures exactly what makes fine fiction and movies worth rereading
and reseeing—again and again. And there are illuminating differ-
ences between rereading a novel and reseeing a film. Seeing Psycho a
second time is a radically different experience from a first viewing,
whereas differences between a first and second reading of Crime and
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Punishment are far more complex and difficult to specify, even though
not so obvious.

This suggests another fundamental distinction that requires the
strongest possible emphasis. A sight is immediate, whereas language
requires time. The difference Vladimir Nabokov defines in Lolita
when Humbert Humbert apologizes for his account of his wife’s
death when struck by an automobile: “I have to put the impact of an
instantaneous vision into a sequence of words; their physical accu-
mulation on the page impairs the actual flash, the sharp unity of
impression” (60). Visual perceptions are always of the present, and
are always pressing future-wards, always following the arrow of time,
leading toward new sights. Visual make believe, because built on sen-
sory perceptions, must respect this dominating directionality The
most distinctive characteristic of verbal make believe, to the con-
trary, is its freedom from confinement to temporal sequence. If we
examine the finest novels, we discover that their telling of new events
also reevokes what has already been told. The experience of reading a
novel is a continuously recursive process. Thus in Crime and
Punishment, to cite a blatant instance, near the end of the novel
Svidrigailov dreams that someone has given wine to a little girl who
suddenly changes into a prostitute. This will remind even a first-time
reader that early in the novel Raskolnikov followed a drunken girl
down a St. Petersburg street and drove off a predatory “gentleman”
pursuing her, shouting at him, “Hey, you! You Svidrigailov! What are
you up to” (1:4). Such back-allusiveness exploits a quality of language
that is never in abeyance and affects every element in all verbal dis-
course. All languages consist of a relatively limited number of words
continuously being used and reused. As Mikhail Bakhtin most
famously insisted, every word we speak or write carries traces of ear-
lier uses by ourselves and others. There are virtually no “original”
words—neologisms either disappear rapidly or as quickly become
part of the heavily repeated word pool. A skillful novelist (or the com-
poser of an epic, for that matter) deliberately explozts such historical
“contaminations” to intensify the recursive potency of his narrative.
This characteristic assures that the verbal storyteller’s language can
be continuously self-reevaluating. Verbal storytelling is thus espe-
cially suited for subtle stimulation of changes in self-awareness. An
equivalent function for visual narrative is not easy to establish, but it
seems worth searching for, since I do not believe that watching
excellent movies is merely a way of killing time.
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CHAPTER 2

MOoOVING SCULPTURE FOR
MoviNG EYES

must recognize that on/y movies tell stories visually. What are
called “narrative paintings” are not really narratives. This
truth embarrasses me, because some years ago I published criticism of
what I called “narrative paintings.” I now realize that paintings by
Giotto and Vermeer inspire us to remember or to invent stories, but
they do not actually ze// stories as do movies. Seeing a movie is a differ-
ent experience from seeing a painting— or even a still photograph. That
is why more people go to movie theaters than to art galleries. Paintings
(or still photographs, any pictorializations that don’t move) never
appeal, as movies do, to what our eyes do best and most easily— perceive
motion.

If there is a more difficult subject than the science of visual
perception, I don’t want to know about it, yet to talk usefully about
our experiences of seeing movies we need some idea of how our eyes
actually function, and to abandon antiquated ideas about seeing,
such as that ancient “phantom of optics, the retinal image”
(Sparshott, 213). Most helpful for this are the principles of ecological
visual perception pioneered by a remarkable scientist, J. J. Gibson,
not least remarkable for writing on very complicated topics with ele-
gant clarity. Gibson is responsible for the method by which for more
than sixty years visually guided airplanes have made their landings.
This contribution resulted from Gibson’s being asked at the begin-
ning of World War II for advice in training airplane pilots. This work
brought to sharp focus Gibson’s recognition that normally seeing
depends on humans moving their eyes while their heads and bodies
are also moving within an environment that is itself never static
(Gibson, §3). This mobility of our visual perceptual system enabled
navy pilots to accomplish almost routinely what always struck me as
an amazing feat: guiding a plane buffeted by shifting winds to a

’ To understand how motion pictures evoke imagination we
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successful landing on an aircraft carrier pitching and rolling in
the ocean.

Gibson showed that the human perceptual system evolved to be
effective when we are moving and is beautifully adapted to specifying
the significance of movements in our environment. As total organ-
isms we continuously interact with the sea of energy in which we live
as Raymond Williams noted, “new facts about perception” make it “a
determining relation between neural and environmental electrons”
(20). Gibson distinguishes between our perceptual systems and our
senses—the latter being reactive and basically passive, while the
former are proactive processes for entering into the environment,
orienting ourselves, exploring, investigating, seeking. Visual perception
involves the entire organism, eyes alertly moving in a mobile head
attached to an active body all of which is unceasingly affecting and
being affected by its surroundings. The part of the environment most
important for vision is the circumambient optic array, the ever-
changing light that encircles us, always offering complex information,
not mere signals.

This light array is heterogeneous, unbounded, and never empty; it
always envelops any real site in ecological space that could be occupied
by an observer. Our eyes continually seek to specify invariants in this
restless environment. Because the earth spins 1,000 miles an hour as
it races around the sun, every instant the light conditions of our
seeing are shifting. Eyes that were not well adapted to scanning
changing conditions would be less useful than our wonderful organs
of sight. It is by following their path of observations that we can most
efficiently distinguish variations and nonvariations in the perpetually
dynamic ambient array surrounding us (Gibson, 72—75). When we
identify normal visual perception in terms of a path of observations
(rather than a fixed perspective point), we will not forget that seeing
always occurs in time as well as space. An old problem of optics has
been to explain how we see a tabletop, for example, as rectangular,
when it is demonstrable that, except in the unusual circumstance of
looking down at it perpendicularly, the tabletop must appear trape-
zoidal (Peacock, 385). Gibson’s ecological approach reformulates the
problem by noting that we see the tabletop from many different
positions (because we exist in time and our bodies move). Looking at
the tabletop, we see different trapezoids but always with the same
relations between angles and proportions, and these “invariant”
relations specify visual perception of the table’s rectangularity. We
see the table as rectangular because we do not see it once from a
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single position but as changing as we move (body, head, eyes) along
our path of observations in shifting relations to it. Our vision is splen-
didly adapted to be effective in our dynamic spatiotemporal world.
This is why we may see “better” when moving than when stationary.
It appears that the parts of our eyes that recognize color evolved later
than the parts that recognize motion, and that when there is conflict,
movement-perception overrides color-perception: it is more useful
to know whether the lion is coming at you than its color (Anderson
and Anderson, 1996, 358). Registering movements with acuity facilitates
our exploring of our environment, actively entering into reciprocal
engagement with it. We foster this reciprocity by continually shifting
our perspective on the physiological as well as the cognitive level to
participate proactively in the never ceasing activity of the world. The
most common and ingrained mistake about our perceptual systems is
to think of them as passive, as mere receptors. Gibson’s most famous
experiment with splendid simplicity demonstrated the opposite. He
tested the ability of people blindfolded to identify the shape of various
common cookie cutters when these were pressed by the palm of the
hand. If the cookie cutter was pressed against a passive hand, seldom
was the shape of the cutter correctly identified, whereas if the subjects
were allowed to press their hands on to the cutters, they almost
always identified the unique shape correctly (Harré, 134-142). This
orientation of our visual perception system to proactive discovery
makes it susceptible to improvement. We can learn to see better by
seeing in different ways in different situations. I believe that movies
honor and reward our powers of vision and enable us to learn to use
our eyes better: “film teaches the eye about reality” (Arnheim, 73).
An airplane pilot, the driver of a car, or a pedestrian perceives
simultaneously with the layout of the environment through which
each is traveling the movements of the traveler’s own body, because
self-perception and perception of environment are inseparably com-
plementary (Gibson, 182). In Gibson’s phrase, “perceiving the world
entails co-perceiving of where one is in the world” (200). Perceiving is
neither simply a mental nor simply a bodily act, but a psychosomatic
one. These facts determine our experiences watching a motion
picture—the only visual art that literally displays movements.
Gibson gave some attention to the visual arts, most of that are
unmoving, although “the eye developed to register change and trans-
formation” (293). He observed that because visual perception is never
merely receiving input from outside but always includes proactive
scanning into the environment, we normally have no difficulty
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determining whether we are seeing a picture or reality. Our eyes are
equipped to enable us to distinguish swiftly between the surface of a
picture and the surfaces 7z a picture, whether still or moving.
Physiologically as well as cognitively we register what is represented
as arepresentation. Someone who mistakes a painting or photograph
for actual reality is distorting the normal workings of her visual per-
ceptive system. Recent studies demonstrate how entirely noncogni-
tive, purely neurological processes underlie and precede cognitive
input into our seeing. This is exemplified in the “Vanishing Dot”
experiment (Ramachandran and Antis, 104).

0-—»0 o-----:o O-—»0

0-—>0 o) OO

On the left are illustrated what our eyes see when two dots are projected
one above the other on a screen and then displaced to the right. Even
viewers who know what is happening see the dots “moving” to the
right, that is, our eyes “automatically” (without cognitive input) register
both as “moving” right. If the lower dot in the second frame is excised
(as in the middle set), our eyes register a converging movement of the
lower dot toward the upper. At the far right is illustrated what happens
when tape is fixed over the place of the lower dot in the second frame.
Our eyes register the lower dot now as “moving” horizontally to
“hide” itself under the tape, even when we know there is no such con-
cealment. Our perceptual system has evolved to “assume” (i.e., to
function automatically as if) objects observed remain in continuous
existence, and if moving follow relatively straight lines, and that
objects are integral (all their parts move together), so that a moving
object will sequentially cover and uncover parts of the background
against which it is seen. The Andersons observe that “such processing
is carried out at a low level in the visual system by neurons that pro-
grammatically excite and inhibit other neurons independent of cog-
nitive activities,” and exemplify with simple imagery the
evolutionary utility of this physiology (1996, 359). If we see a leopard
running across a field, when the animal disappears behind a bush our
eyes “assume” that the leopard emerging from the other side of the
bush is the same leopard. If one catches sight of a few spots of the
leopard’s coat leaping through high grass, our eyes assume the rest of
the leopard is there leaping too. When it stalks through shorter grass,
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the grass will disappear at the edge of the animal’s head and shoulders,
and our eyes “expect” the grass to reappear at the edges of the leop-
ard’s hind legs and tail. If our neuronal system makes us vulnerable, as
the dot experiment shows, to “illusions,” the vulnerability is valuable
for our survival in the real world.

This experiment reminds us that visual experience is always
constituted by an interplay between perceptual processes and brain
processes that is more continuously nuanced than is suggested by the
popular metaphor of “nerves sending messages.” This interplay in
watching movies differs from that of viewing still pictures of any
kind, drawings, paintings, photographs (for simplicity I refer only to
paintings here). With both movie and painting, our eyes register both
the surfaces of what is depicted and the screen or canvas supporting
the depictions. But there is something unusual in how we focus our
gaze intently on the fixed painting. The strain in such concentration
as our eyes continuously scan the picture is suggested by the desire
most of us have not only to stand still in front of a painting, but also
to walk about it, to look at it from different distances and angles. The
power of fixed concentration is not unnatural, but it requires special
effort. Apparently the areas of the brain that process information
from the central part of the retina are larger than those that
handle inflow from the peripheries. But concentration follows what is
triggered by peripheral vision, and is only one part of the diverse
kinds of “eye shiftings” and “brain sequencings” that constitute ordi-
nary seeing.

Normally our eyes continuously search around, our attention most
often caught by movements upon which we then concentrate, inter-
preting these dynamic variations in the visual array. Watching a movie
may be closer to this common use of our eyes than looking at a
painting—perhaps one reason that movies have been welcomed in
every culture. Of course we watch a lighted screen from a position of
darkness and without moving our head much or walking about—which
is not the ordinary way in which we use our eyes. Indeed, watching a
movie might seem close to an inversion of normal seeing in a natural
environment—and there is no doubt that we are always aware of the
artificiality of the experience. But the film presents us with more
significant movements than are likely in our ordinary environment,
and we watch the movements with a concentration equal to that we
apply to the still painting. Also we watch a flat screen only in front of
us, whereas in natural circumstances the visual array is circumambient.
The limitation of watching only a flat screen certainly reinforces our
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awareness of the artifice, but it is one that offers food for our eyes of
the kind they feast on eagerly.

In telling a story, a movie superimposes a cognitive discourse
structure—a plotted narrative—on a mode of pictorial representation
fitted to reward the processes of visual perception that stimulate brain
activity (Turner, 61-108). The proactivity of visual perception and its
intrinsic temporality make it fit to be the carrier of story. Because our
thinking about the visual arts is built upon centuries of attention only
to what is static, pictures and statues that don’t move, we tend to
forget that seeing movements is seeing in time. Actions constitute
events, which take time to occur. Movies and movies alone among
visual arts are capable of displaying events that constitute narratives.

We need also to consider what we do not see in movies. Our
environment always offers an overabundance of sensations, more
“information” than any organism can use. Perceptual systems are
selective systems, separating out for an organism the tiny fraction of
available information most useful to its particular needs. Movies offer
us a preselection to select from. The making of a movie is a laborious
screening out, making a lot of things invisible, so that movie viewers
see only what the moviemakers wish them to see, and only from pre-
determined perspectives, yet seeing with hyper-acuity the meaning-
fulness of all that they are allowed to perceive. Now all stories, verbal
as well as visual, are created by acts of selection. The great storytellers
are those who know what to leave out—as Homer excised 99 percent
of the Trojan War in The I/iad. In this respect movies and novels are
similar. But there is a decisive difference in what can and cannot be
omitted from each mode of storytelling—as becomes apparent when
one examines films adapted from novels.

When Jane Austen in Pride and Prejudice, for example, tells of
Darcy’s first proposal to Elizabeth, she concentrates on the emotions
precipitated—the proposal of marriage makes the two furiously
angry. The colloquy takes place in a room that is undescribed, except
that a mantelpiece is mentioned, and Elizabeth is seated —on some-
thing unidentified. The filmmaker adapting the novel, however, has
to decide whether Elizabeth is sitting on a chair or a sofa, what other
furniture may be in the room, what the mantelpiece is made of and
looks like, and, if there is a window; what it looks out upon. A room
has walls that have to be shown, so how they are decorated the film-
maker must decide. All these necessary decisions “distort” Austen’s
presentation, because she chose to omit these matters the filmmaker
has no choice but to present to his audience.
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Moviemakers’ omissions differ radically from those of verbal
storytellers, because they can do what Jane Austen’s couldn’t, even
when she chose to describe. They can enable us to see (not “just”
imagine seeing) the unfolding of events in a manner very close to how
we normally witness actions in real life. A consequence of this power,
however, is that moviemakers must be careful in preselecting what is
displayed, or spectators will notice omissions and to feel they are seeing
a falsification. On the contrary, we seldom notice what the novelist
leaves out, because it never comes into existence for our imagining.
Among several dozen critical commentaries discussing Darcy’s pro-
posal to Elizabeth, for example, I found not a single reference to the
room in which it occurs. The wallpaper that most probably was there
simply does not exist in the novel, nor, in fact, do the room’s walls.
Precisely because movies present visual reality approximately as we
ordinarily perceive it, we are quick to notice when something, an
object, a gesture, a play of light, is not shown that “ought to be there.”
Part of the success of Carl Dreyer’s highly stylized film foan of Arc, for
instance, derives from the seeming appropriateness of its extremely
austere setting. The action is confined to a religious trial court in
which only the participants’ faces attract the eye; the result is a pow-
erfully “realistic” effect—although the immediate cause for this styl-
ization was lack of money. The art of visual narrating requires
disguising the rigorously meticulous shaping of what is shown so that
it appears complete and completely “natural.” It is important viewers
do not become aware of the moviemaker’s controlling purposes, his
artistry in selecting. Verbal narrative, to the contrary, can be quite
arbitrarily selective in what it tells without the reader noticing the
stylizing. Reader and writer share in novelistic imagining. In part we
don’t notice what the author chooses to omit because her choice has
also partly become our own. This helps to explain why many popular
novels are unabashedly told by a narrator who is pretty much indis-
tinguishable from the author. These novels can, as is often said,
change our lives, one reason being that for a time they enable us
partly to be a genius, Leo Tolstoy, George Eliot, Jane Austen, Gustave
Flaubert, and the like.

The nature of filmic stylizing may be highlighted by a contrast
with what we see in stage sets. The most opulent stage set a theatergoer
perceives and “masters” within a few seconds, thereafter concen-
trating not on it but on the human actions of the play. This is why
most good plays can be successfully performed either with elaborate
sets or on a bare stage with few props. Sets play a vastly different role
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in movies—indeed, in its French form mise-en-scéne, staging, has
become one of the primary terms of movie criticism. Interior scenes
in movies require special care for angles, vistas, and light effects,
otherwise interior spaces will appear not as a movie mise-en-scéne but
as what they really are, stage sets, and the movie will seem “stagy” —
damning criticism of a film. Outside in the natural world with its
superabundant visual phenomena, on the other hand, stage designers
are disadvantaged and moviemakers liberated. If a movie shows a
young girl running through a field of tall grass waved by the wind,
even such a smarmy shot may be effective because viewers feel they
are seeing normally. They forget that the moviemaker prearranged
and preselected to make visible in the scene the peculiar complexities
with which in fact wind moves the tall grass.

Movies are unique in their effectiveness at showing motion in the
world to be continuously various and ever ongoing. No art displays
better than movies the livingness of the natural world with
panoramic sweeps of changing weather or focusing on slow, minute
processes of transformation. But central for every moviemaker are
the movements of human beings. Nearly a century ago Vachel
Lindsay, the first important American critic of movies, suggested
they be regarded as “moving sculpture” (84-96). He had been
impressed by the curious phenomenon that the figures on the silver
screen, although no more than flickering images of light, often con-
vey a surprising sense of solidity, seeming not like silhouettes but
massive. It is true, as several critics have pointed out, that movies,
unlike stage plays, may attain powerful effects without any human
figures on the screen. But no film holds our interest very long without
introducing people (or people-like figures, since robots, aliens, and
talking animals nowadays clutter multiplexes). Lindsay’s linking of
movies with sculpture, the art that has most persistently concentrated
on the human body; is correct: we go to the movies to watch people.

Which is probably not our reason for going to an exhibition of
modern art, where the ordinary human body has become rather rare.
It is a historical fact

that at the same moment that twentieth-century painting was girding
itself to make a complete break with representationalism, the “repre-
sentational” movies came into being . .. A Mondrian or late Rothko,
purified of figure and primarily “inactive,” remains pure design. . . . its
pretension to being art rather than mere decoration is based on a quite
simple idea: an aesthetic image need not be a statement concerning
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something external to itself . . . this theoretic position has animated
the practice of pure-abstract art from the beginning when Kandinsky,
Mondrian, Pevsner, Gabo, Malevich, and Delaunay . .. advocated a
new “realism.” (Tyler, 137, 139)

Such art can be affiliated with other movements such as Braque’s
cubism, and even Picasso’s, so far as his virtually exclusive attention
to human subjects almost always involves some form of “distortion.”
Tyler goes on to identify painting’s shift at the beginning of the
twentieth century as a reaction against the complacent sterility of
nineteenth-century academic art—just at the moment when motion
pictures appeared to rivet hyper-acute vision on realistically imaged
human behavior.

Film is the art . .. where the finished “form” is the most easily soluble
into raw “content.” . . . Classic Western art evolved through the aesthetic
desire to come as close to nature (or “content”) as possible while in the
same act “idealizing” it. (Tyler, 138)

This observation on the movies’ reinvigoration of a fundamental
principle of Western art may explain the success of early movie
improvisations, whose unselfconsciousness, illustrated by Mack
Sennett’s cheerful “we weren’t making art, we were making money as
fast as we could” (85) helped recovery of “realistic” aspirations just at
the moment when other visual arts were abandoning those ideals.
Early moviemakers were willing to try anything from the cheapest
melodrama to a new “spectacular” (and often ludicrous) rendering of
some classic drama, opera, or historical event because they had what
seemed the perfect medium for representing in a fashion exactly in
accord with the commonest, even the most vulgar, conception of
what constituted “reality.” The provocativeness of Lindsay’s concept
of “moving sculpture” becomes increasingly attractive when we con-
sider the historical circumstances in which motion pictures exploded
into Western art.

Movies are unsurpassed at showing human beings in action
because they can show these actions continuously engaged with
a total animate environment. This strength makes movie criticism
difficult, because critical analysis stops action: movie criticism often
focuses on a single frame. This falsifies the continuousness essential
to the visual experience of movie seeing. The reader of a verbal narra-
tive can stop at any time, flip the pages back, or lay the book down
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and start doing something entirely different. Novelists may also at
any point halt the action of their narrative to comment on what is
happening, speculate on what might have happened, indulge in phi-
losophizing, and so forth. It is both easy and often effective for a
novelist to call attention to the manner of her telling, but this is a dif-
ficult and risky maneuver for visual storyteller. Our visual perceptive
system, to which movies primarily appeal, is built on “assumptions”
physiological as well as cognitive that any current action is in the
process of producing a subsequent action. All the elaborate preparing
of the scene and adjustments of camera and lighting and angles,
followed up by painstaking editing, that moviemakers engage them-
selves in are to sustain the spectators’ sense of normal vision, which is
distinguished by continuous forward movement. As many have
observed, spectators automatically assume that what comes on the
screen after a fade out, wipe, or any break is subsequent to what was
previously seen. If this essential reality of the continuity of normal
seeing is sustained by a movie, its display of quite unlikely sequences
of events will seem “real,” and quite ordinary events may be endowed
with intense significance.

Effective visual narrative therefore tends to be self-concealing.
The highest skill of a film editor’s cutting lies in making the cuts
invisible, so the audience never notices there has been excising and
joining. All such forms of concealment are of little or no concern to
verbal storytellers, whose stories are completely hypothetical, not
tied to sensory actuality except for the printed text that we ignore to
enjoy imagining. On these grounds, J. R. R. Tolkien suggested that
fantasy could be fully successful only in verbal stories (70). That judg-
ment clearly was in the mind of Peter Jackson, director of the move
trilogy The Lord of the Rings, when he explained his aim in filming the
most fantastic parts of the story was necessarily a paradoxical one—
to make the fantastic as real as possible.

The root of the difficulty for a movie director of fantasy is that
imagining in movie watching must be treated as a secondary activity.
The same is true, of course, for painting and sculpture, but,
“[Clinema makes more demands on our senses and nerves and fewer
demands on our imaginations than another other art” (Mast, 1977,
106). It is, after all, impossible to imagine what one is actually perceiv-
ing, to imagine the sunset we are watching or to imagine the sound of
a bell that is really ringing in our ears. Visually, there is no conditional
tense, only the present moving into the future, whereas novelists are
often happiest writing in a past subjunctive. Such contrasts may assist
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us in understanding the unique power of movies. Too often this is
explained in terms of viewer “identification” with characters—an
explanation that tends to confuse more than clarify. A movie such as
Buster Keaton’s The General, for example, would fail if we simply iden-
tified with its protagonist, Johnny Gray. We sympathize with him, but
that is very different from identifying with him (Bordwell, 1996,
16-17). Visual perception involves a separation of self from what is seen,
and we are always aware of seeing Johnny in action, usually at some dis-
tance. This movie, like all fine films, arouses sympathy, partisanship,
“rooting” for or against characters that we perceive are not ourselves.

The terrific emotional energy aroused by movies is somewhat like
that aroused in impassioned spectators at a sporting event. This
analogy was first proposed by Vachel Lindsay, when he suggested
movie audiences were similar to baseball fans—in the bleachers, not
in the box seats (227). The comparison was given systematic intellectual
articulation by a philosopher of history, W. B. Gallie. Gallie pointed
out that game and story alike promise a definite but uncertain outcome
to spectators following them. That promise enables audiences to
savor contingencies as contingencies when they arise, knowing that
they are contributing to a final “meaning,” the ultimate outcome of
their interplay, the not-yet- determined final score. One savors the
contingent events because one fully appreciates that they are not pre-
determined or inevitable but are in as yet unknown ways contributing
to an ultimately intelligible whole that will bestow on them, retro-
spectively, a significance that may be suspected when they occur but
cannot be surely known until the unique total pattern of the
game/story completes itself (Gallie, 22—50). We fear the shortstop’s
error in the seventh inning may be fatal to our side, not realizing that
an inning later it will force our evil opponents to pinch-hit for their
pitcher who is stymieng our guys (this must be a National League
game). On the literary side, on first reading one hardly expects the
violence with which Elizabeth rejects Darcy’s proposal to intensify
his love for her, but when we find later that it has, that unexpected
development confirms our faith in the intensity of his affection for
her. The analogy of course breaks down because good stories get bet-
ter with each rereading, whereas T V-replayed games do not. The dif-
ference is that the game (we trust) is not “fixed,” whereas we know
the story is—the teller knows the outcome before we do. The story’s
accidents have been purposefully selected and placed. The teller
“plays” on the audience —which may become resentful if made aware
of being manipulated, as happens in poor fiction.
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Gallie urged his analogy on the ground that we “follow” —understand
and appreciate—both game and story best when our emotions of
sympathy and antipathy are strongly evoked. His point is profoundly
important. The “intelligibility” of excellent narrative is as much a
matter of emotional as of intellectual coherence. Gallie’s analogy is
especially apt for visual narrative (of which we are literally spectators)
because the imagining evoked by both game and movie is primarily
conjectural. When watching a game or a movie, if we are emotionally
involved we become very busy imaginatively anticipating the probable
results of particular events we now see. The movie’s highly con-
trolled, and intensely prefocused sights enhance this responsiveness,
intensifying our seeing along a path of observations, as we obviously
do when we hike through the woods or drive our car across town.
Even when we are not moving through space we are ineluctably
caught up in the forward flow of time, just as the light of our spinning
earth changes every instant. We are always seeing “freshly,” seeing
differently from the way we saw a moment before, and therefore con-
tinuously reconstruing our perceptions of the mobile visual array
constituting our environment. A movie, unlike a still picture, offers
entrance into this dynamic process because it is constructed of a
continuous succession of transient sights. In the movie theater we do
not move from our seat, but we do see—literally see—a story, see “the
unpredictable and the predetermined unfold together to make every-
thing the way it is” (Stoppard, 47), the structure of cognitive narrative
adding meaning to each new sight even as it reinforces that meaning
with the strength of sensory perception.

Movies provoke anticipatory imagining that differs from the asso-
ciative imagining aroused by novels, which continuously bring the past
into the present and—as is manifest in ironic passages—consistently
evoke what is not said by what is said. All verbal texts contain subtexts.
The difference is dramatized by motion pictures’ two super-realistic
innovations in visual art: the “panoramic” shot and the close-up.
Paintings even of vast landscapes never portray motion. Movies can
depict movement not only 7z such landscapes, the horseman riding
across the desert, but also movement of landscape, rivers, wind-blown
trees, the shifting of light. A movie can display not merely a sunrise but
the sun rising—and as with the actual phenomenon as a natural per-
cept without inherent subtext. As important, a moviemaker with a
mobile camera can move viewers into or out of a scene. This is a very
common way of using our eyes, walking closer to an object to see it
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more clearly, but until the movies such motions had played only a tiny
role in visual art (Meisel, 61-63). Long-shot moving panoramas offer
the viewer an orienting possibility of seeing differently; seeing some-
thing else, seeing what might be seen in the next moment from another
position. As Gibson observed, being oriented in an environment
means seeing one’s location in terms of other possible locations one
could be in. A sense for this interplay of self and encompassing envi-
ronment movies uniquely evoke: they alone can make the dynamics of
distance and surroundings a significant dimension of narrative.

The close-up even more sensationally distinguishes the art of
motion pictures. We can, of course, walk very close to a painting, a
portrait face, for example, and even examine it with a magnifying
glass. But that is very different from the movie in which the face
“magnifies itself.” And such magnification is a uniquely powerful nar-
rative device. Dimensional change intensifies for an audience the
interactivity of physiological and cognitive scanning , particularly
when, as is usually the case, what is visible on the screen is drastically
reduced as the entire field of vision is filled with a single object, espe-
cially if it is a human face. The “double-take” (which only movies can
fully exploit through close-ups) best illustrates these effects. Buster
Keaton’s celebrated blink in The General when the railroad car he
thought he had sidetracked appears in front of his engine exemplifies
the experience of not believing what we see. It is not unusual in ordi-
nary life suddenly to realize that we have misperceived or misantici-
pated, but normally the experiences are so transient and trivial we
instantly forget them. Our system of visual perception functions well
because it is capable of almost instantaneous self-corrections, and
these are the dramatic mini-stories intrinsic to every double-take. In
fact, the double-take illustrates how movies tell stories by manipulating
normal processes of seeing, including the ability to adjust and readjust
with lightening speed—in the blink of an eye. But double-takes are dif-
ficult to imagine: they play no role in verbal narrative. Try telling
somebody about a movie double-take you enjoyed.

But the double-take is only a special feature of the common close-
up, the most distinctive innovation introduced into visual art by the
motion picture. It would not be difficult to write an interesting essay
on close-ups of hand movements, or of physical objects. Close-ups of
objects are especially fascinating, because such shots are usually not
merely descriptive; through the sheer fact of close focus they endow
the object with symbolic potency even while affirming its sheer
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perceptible existential beingness. But the facial close-up is of course
most powerful and complex, as is suggested by this description.

Asta Nielsen once played a woman hired to seduce a rich young man.
The man who hired her is watching the results from behind a curtain.
Knowing that she is under observation, Asta Nielsen feigns love. She
does it convincingly: the whole gamut of appropriate emotion is dis-
played in her face. Nevertheless we are aware that it is only play-acting,
that it is a sham, a mask. But in the course of the scene Asta Nielsen
really falls in love with the young man. Her facial expressions show
little change; she has been “registering” love all the time and done it
well. How else could she now show that this time she was really in love?
Her expression changes only by scarcely perceptible and yet immediately
apparent nuance —and what a few minutes before was sham is now the
sincere expression of a deep emotion. Then Asta suddenly remembers
that she is under observation. The man behind the curtain must not be
allowed to read her face and learn that she is now no longer feigning,
but really feeling love. So Asta now pretends to be pretending. Her
face shows a new, by this time threefold, change. First she feigns love,
then she genuinely shows love, and as she is not permitted to be in love
in good earnest, her face again registers a sham, a pretense of love. but
now it is this pretense that is a lie. Now she is lying that she is lying.
And we can see all this clearly in her face. (Balazs, 64)

When I first read this description, I had not seen the film Balazs
describes, and I suspected that he might be “reading into” Nielsen’s
face what she could not have in fact displayed. I thought he might
have imagined what no other observer would see. Yet I also wondered
whether he was better equipped by his historical circumstances to
see more in the close-up than I can. The doubt arose from my reading
early commentators on movies, all of whom were impressed by close-
ups. They dwell on facial expressions they seem to have watched with
a concentration missing from comments of recent film critics. In any
event, we need to remember that movie watching, like novel reading,
is a socially conditioned activity: what we see depends to some degree
on when, historically, we see it (and the same is true for imagining),
even as one can trace changing directorial styles of representing facial
expressions (Smith, 13-15).

When we watch a movie even though we seem fixed in our seats,
we are psychically very active. Using one’s eyes, however, is entirely
different from using one’s camera, which “is a caricature of imagina-
tion” (Barfield, 73). The mechanical instrument can be physically
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moved, but its “eye” is not, like ours, vitally exploratory. It is not
perpetually self-readjusting and continuously reciprocally interactive
with its environment: A hand-held movie camera is likely to produce
jumpy, wobbly pictures, whereas we leap over and scramble through
rough terrain without ever once having our eyes wobble or jump. The
camera is useful for reducing our visual environment to a flat screen
in front of us. We may be rewarded by results of filmmakers’ purpose-
ful concentration, but if too much of our normal freedom of seeing is
sacrificed the movie bores or irritates. This is one reason movie plots
are more consistently directed to what comes next than novel plots,
and employ flashbacks sparingly. Movie flashbacks are usually most
effective when exceedingly brief, which brings them close to normal
visual processes (Bordwell, 1989, 72). The forwarding pressure of
visual perception, however, can powerfully reinforce the emotional-
intellectual development of a movie’s story line. Verbal storytelling,
contrarily, is intrinsically “past directed” (Lukacs, 130). Even as we
distinguish words their sounds die in our ears. Verbal telling of events
automatically places them in the past, even if the tense used is the
present.

What the Hell Happened to the Sound Track?

Musical backgrounds and sound tracks are scarcely mentioned in this
book, not because I think them insignificant but because they are of
enormous importance to the total experience of watching motion
pictures. To deal adequately with the issues they raise would jeopardize
two of my central purposes—to increase appreciation that movies
are the only form of visual storytelling, and that the representation of
human movement is the essential feature of film artistry. I develop
contrasts between the make believe of twentieth-century motion
pictures, created by manipulation of audiences’ normal visual percep-
tions, and the make believe of nineteenth-century novels, created by
evocations of imagining made possible by readers’ almost total
suppression of sensory input. To take account of the complexities
brought into play by either the sound track or the musical score of
motion pictures would obscure the insights I can attain by concentrat-
ing on the fundamental opposition between perceptible movement
and direct imagining.

I hope to follow this work with a study doing justice to all aspects
of sound movies, because only when we take account of the union of
photography with sound track and musical score can we appreciate
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the synaesthetic totality that constitutes the full aesthetic uniqueness
of motion pictures. But the essential feature of motion picture art is
visual representation, and that is the focus of attention here. And
despite the thirty years of silent films, we tend to overlook the impor-
tance of silence in films with sound tracks. Very often, I am tempted
to say always, the most important segments of good movies contain
no dialogue, and frequently are without music. In many films there
are substantial scenes in which no words are spoken and there is no
musical background— the robbery sequence in R#f7f7 being merely a
celebrated example. Because so much of a good sound movie is silent,
very brief and simple speeches, often only a word, can be invested
with enormous emotional and moral power. But because movies
employ relatively little speech (when contrasted to stage plays), non-
speech sounds are often important in films, less at climactic
moments (as they are on the stage) than as a continuous ongoing
accompaniment or background to the action. Many if not most con-
versations in movies include background noises whose irrelevance to
what is being said enhances the authenticity of the actors’ words and
gestures. In fact, much of the “realistic” effect of movies derives from
their offering the commonplace sounds of life—the crunching of
snow underfoot, the tearing sound of a paper being ripped, the
overlapping noises of an urban street, the buzz of flies, the clink of
dishware —all these s ordinary background noise. This continuousness
of the unimportant sounds of life is of course absent from fiction. To
make us imagine sounds, novelists must use words to refer to them,
and thereby falsely advance them from the background to the fore-
ground of our attention.

Movie music presents even more wonderfully complex issues. It
has long been recognized that no experience is more difficult to
discuss profitably than that of listening to music—and movies offer
two kinds. Critics call one “diegetic music,” music that is created
within the film, when a band plays, a character strums a guitar, some-
body turns on a radio, or the star of a musical opens her mouth so we
can hear somebody else’s voice. More significant in its effects is the
background music that we hear coming from the theater amplifiers,
but which is totally ignored within the movie and whose source is
never explained. At movies that are any good we normally don’t think
about who is playing this music, where they may be playing, and why
they use these particular instruments. But unquestionably the myste-
rious music has tremendous influence in shaping our experience of
watching a movie. There is no equivalent to this “unaccountable”
phenomenon in any other art.
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Our acceptance of background music, moreover, is clearly a matter
of aesthetic convention: to most contemporary moviegoers, for
example, the background music of thirties and forties Hollywood
films (which ultimately derived from practices of stage melodrama)
often seems obtrusive and too insistently obvious in its emotional
orientations. Yet it might be argued, for example, that the back-
ground music to the 1940 Wuthering Heights adds compelling strength
to the sentimental interpretation of the novel presented in that adap-
tation. Or that Korngold’s music is crucial in establishing the balletic
quality of Errol Flynn’s Robin Hood that endows the movie with its
surprisingly enduring charm. Or one might ask, in what ways have the
changes in auditory and visual conventions interacted, since any
answer would be illuminating of the total viewing experience offered
by particular films.

One could also consider that background and diegetic music are
not always distinct, and assess the effects of such interpenetrating, as
when, for simple instances, the background music of Casablanca later
repeats parts of the Marseillaise first played by Sam and sung by the
patrons in Rick’s bar, just as the background music at the end of
The Bridge on the River Kwai echoes “Colonel Bogey’s March” that the
British prisoners entered whistling. In Lz Strada, the background
melody associated with Gelsomina is sung 7z the film by the woman
hanging out the laundry—with stunning effect. Another kind of
visual-auditory interplay is illustrated by High Noon, justly famous for
using as its sole background music the Western ballad written for the
film by Dimitri Tiomkin (which became a best-selling single record).
Although I discuss the movie at some length, I ignore the effective
reinforcement (in part through heavy cello orchestrations) this back-
ground music provides to the film’s intense concentration, beginning
with its making the time of the action coincide with the real time of
the movie’s length. To take up such issues would double the length of
this book, and so, regretfully, I ignore them. I am encouraged in my
choice because recently the study of movie music has advanced
impressively—among the best of the newer critics I would cite espe-
cially Giorgio Biancorosso (2002, 2004), who brings to his criticism
an unusual combination of thorough training as a musicologist with
extensive knowledge of motion picture practices, accompanied by a
sound understanding of philosophical issues posed by commentators
on musical experience such as Roger Scruton and Theodore Adorno.
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CHAPTER 3

INSIDE AND OUTSIDE
SOMEBODY ELSE’s FANTASY

those of Jane Austen, so none better exemplify how verbal
stories become “classics.” Austen’s novels began as modest
commercial successes, continuing popular enough after the break
through of cheap publications in the 1830s to be reprinted throughout
the nineteenth century (St. Clair, 578—580). Sales increased markedly
after World War I, when Austen fans became known as Janeites, a
term popularized by a story of Rudyard Kipling’s. Soon critics were
discovering in her fiction qualities to which she had humorously laid
claim a century before in Northanger Abbey, where she describes a
good novel as

A There aren’t any novels that are more frequently reread than

a work in which the greatest powers of the mind are displayed, in
which the most thorough knowledge of human nature, the happiest
delineation of its varieties, the liveliest effusions of wit and humor are
conveyed to the world in the best chosen language. (Chapter 5)

But even accelerating critical admiration for Jane Austen’s fictions
hasn’t adequately explained why her novels are so rereadable. One
possibility is that they exploit “side participation,” that D. W. Harding
suggested, long while ago, is important both in novels and in the
experience of reading them. He calls attention to those parts of life
spent in looking at what others are doing, or listening to someone tell
others about events in which one has not been directly engaged.
A side participant is admirably situated to pass judgment on what
others say and do. Indeed, side participating is @/ways evaluative,
because the listener-in or looker-on does so with an attitude neces-
sarily either welcoming or aversive, however weakly—otherwise she
wouldn’t listen or watch at all. And side participating can certainly
extend our patterns of interest and sentiment and judgment— think
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of a girl watching a mother care for an infant. Such “side-attended
events” may be even more formative of our behavior and value sys-
tems than events in which we are primary actors.

The varieties of side participation in fiction are legion (Gaylin).
Sometimes characters speak to one another in the presence of others
with more interest in having an effect on a sideparticipant than on
the person directly addressed. This occurs in Pride & Prejudice (2:8)
when Elizabeth sits at the piano with both Darcy and his cousin
attending her closely. This positions readers to judge why and to what
effect she responds to Darcy by addressing not him but his cousin,
Colonel Fitzwilliam. We recognize that she has found polite means of
rebuking Darcy (whom she strongly dislikes) for his failures of
politeness, and for not making proper use of his natural gifts and
educational advantages. We also perceive, as she does not, that this
adroitness increases his unwelcome admiration for her.

“Perhaps,” said Darcy, “I should have judged better, had I sought an
introduction, but I am ill qualified to recommend myself to strangers.”

“Shall we ask your cousin the reason of this?” said Elizabeth, still
addressing Colonel Fitzwilliam. “Shall we ask him why a man of sense
and education, and who has lived in the world, is ill qualified to recom-
mend himself to strangers?”

“I can answer your question,” said Fitzwilliam, “without applying to
him. It is because he will not give himself the trouble.”

“I certainly have not the talent which some people possess,” said
Darcy, “of conversing easily with those I have never seen before. I can-
not catch their tone of conversation, or appear interested in their con-
cerns, as I often see done.”

At this point Elizabeth shifts the indirectness of her response by
apparently speaking abstractly.

“My fingers,” said Elizabeth, do not move over this instrument in
the masterly manner which I see so many women’s do. . . . But then
I have always supposed it to be my own fault—because I would not
take the trouble of practicing.”

The conclusion of this scene rearranges the characters’ roles, when as
Elizabeth resumes playing Lady Catherine joins Darcy standing at
the piano and with an offensive condescension, meant to warn off



Inside and Outside Somebody Elses Fantasy =5 29

Elizabeth, remarks to him, knowing Elizabeth will hear:

“Miss Bennet would not play at all amiss, if she practiced more, and
could have the advantage of a London master . . . though her taste is
not equal to Anne’s.”

Sometimes a side participant is affected by a speech in ways of which
the speaker and addressee are unaware, as when Elizabeth overhears
Darcy’s denigrating comment about her to Bingley—indeed, this
accidental overhearing launches the plot of the novel. Austen exploits a
wide variety of side participations, often to dramatize not only what is
talked about but also how it is spoken about—the importance of such
tonalities being familiar to all of us from having as children listened in
on our parents’ conversations. Harding proposed that side participating
even extends into the origins of fictionalizing, since conversation may
consist in suggestions about what may or might happen— “Imagine
that.” Yet his approach does not do any justice to the imaginative
engagement evoked by superior verbal make believe. Mature readers
become contributory creators of the make believe they read even as
they critically evaluate it. They imagine constructively, because their
imagining does not require any surrender of their respect for the practical
exigencies of real life. We stop reading make believe properly when the
tension of dual responsibilities of psychic engagement and detachment
degenerate into self-indulgent personal fantasizing.

Part of the complexity of novel reading arises from the instability
of roles of both characters in a novel and its readers, what Wolfgang
Iser has discussed under the rubric of the “wandering viewpoint.”
“The relation between text and reader,” he observes, “is quite
different from that between object and observer: instead of a subject-
object relation {as with a moviel, there is a moving viewpoint which
travels along #nside that which it has to apprehend” (108). Novel
readers, besides following transformations in the characters’ roles,
shift their relations to the evolving story in accord with changes in
how it is told, when, for instance, they are addressed directly by its
narrator. Such “wanderings” inevitably produce evaluations of
emotional relationships. Illustrative is Harding’s example of the
exclamation, “I'd like to kill that bastard” to illustrate how language
facilitates interfusing emotion and judgment. The exclamation gives
shape and direction to an anger probably not satisfiable by direct
action and addressed to a “third” party, not the object of the speaker’s
hostility. In this case what may have been a side participant becomes
the addressee of an expression of anger toward someone else, a position
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that calls for some judgment of the “validity” of the emotion. And if in
this instance the addressee is a character in a novel, the reader
“outside” can hardly escape estimating the rightness or wrongness of
the addressee’s judgment. This response of the reader, furthermore,
is likely to be vulnerable to a future reassessment, first as the story
develops, and later in any rereading of the novel.

Novelistic conversations plainly reveal how readers not merely
“listen in” but become actively engaged in the development of char-
acters’ interacting thoughts and feelings (Young; Tandon). A conver-
sation at Netherfield in chapter 10 of Pride and Prejudice also suggests
why novelistic dialogue often loses vitality and cogency when spoken
by actors in a movie or on stage. “Conversation” in a novel is totally
imagined; we do not hear the characters actually speak, as we do at a
movie or play. We imagine the words being heard and we /50 imagine
them being spoken. We imaginatively participate in the saying as well as
in the listening. Thus in the Netherfield conversation when Bingley
speaks to his sister—“that will not do for a compliment to Darcy,
Caroline, . . . because he does not write with ease. He studies too
much for words of four syllables” —imaginatively we share in Bingley’s
verbal teasing of his friend as he speaks to his sister as fully as we share
in the acts of hearing his words by others in the room. This is a cause
for the common reference to “identifying” with the characters in nov-
els. Such “identifying,” however, never excludes simultaneous critical
assessment of the nature and purpose of the speech that we imagine
making with the speaker. Even as we imagine ourselves saying
Bingley’s words, we perceive that he is making a joke at his friend’s
expense and that the joke articulates Bingley’s judgment of the differ-
ence in personality between the two men. The judgment at once
affirms for us Bingley’s more outgoing amiability, while implying
recognition of his friend’s superior intellectual powers.

The imaginative process of reading manifested here is what
Bakhtin called “living into” or “live entering.” This is distinct from
“identifying” or empathy, experiencing from another’s position.
Morson explains that in “living into” (Russian vzhivaiu)

one enters another’s place while still maintaining ones own place, one’s
own “outsideness” with respect to the other. “I actively live into an indi-
viduality, and consequently do not, for a single moment, lose myself
completely, or lose my singular place outside that other individuality.”
Later in his life . . . Bakhtin was to rethink this concept in dialogic
terms as “creative understanding.” Dialogic response . . . depends on
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the irreducibility of both participants. ... Respecting the author’s
“outsideness” and “otherness,” the reader “lives into” the text and lives
alongside the text. (1989, 11)

The conversational complications produced by Charles Bingley’s
remark exemplify the validity of Bakhtin’s insistence that in imagina-
tively “entering into” the speech of novel characters readers maintain
their separate individuality. Bingley’s jibe at Darcy is countered by his
sister, who hopes to become Darcy’s wife and is ready to denigrate
anybody, even her brother, in order to flatter his friend:

“Charles writes in the most careless way imaginable. He leaves out half
his words, and blots the rest.”

“My ideas flow so rapidly that I have not time to express them—by
which means my letters sometimes convey no ideas at all to my
correspondents.”

Elizabeth responds to Bingley’s self-deprecating good humor, by
observing that his humility “must disarm reproof.” But Darcy
ripostes both to his friend and to Elizabeth by replying;

“Nothing is more deceitful . . . than the appearance of humility. It is
often only carelessness of opinion, and sometimes an indirect boast.”
“And which of the two do you call zy little recent piece of modesty?”
“The indirect boast;—for you are really proud of your defects in
writing, because you consider them as proceeding from a rapidity of
thought and carelessness of execution, which if not estimable, you
think at least highly interesting.”

Readers enjoy and learn from these exchanges because they both
participate in the friendly antagonists’ personal motives shaping
their speech and the diverse effects (both intended and unintended)
of what they say upon their hearers, and because they retain their
“outsideness” even as they imagine not merely hearing the words
spoken but also speaking them. It is this dual relation to the text that
permits readers to appreciate fully both Bingley’s pleasant but mildly
egocentric personality and Darcy’s more penetrating understanding
of psychological motivations, the basis of his harsher judgments upon
the limitations of the sociable good humor that makes Bingley a more
readily likable yet more superficial person.

All excellent fiction stimulates our imagination into rapid, flexible,
and comprehensive activity founded on our simultaneous engagement
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with and “objective” judgment of the characters we imagine. Second-rate
fiction is unsatisfying because it does not so strenuously exercise this
double capacity of taking on another’s consciousness even while
assessing its powers and limits. In the Netherfield scene, Elizabeth,
present only because of the accident of her sister’s illness, and in fact
hostile to Darcy; is shrewdly perceived by Miss Bingley as a potential
rival, because Darcy;, to his own troubled surprise, is finding himself
attracted to Elizabeth despite her social inferiority. The ethical dimen-
sion of the verbal exchanges is produced by this particularized diversity
in the characters’ social and emotional relationships that result in moral
contflict. This happens when Darcy illustrates Bingley’s indirect boasting
by citing the falsity of his claim that if he ever decided to leave
Netherfield he would depart in five minutes. By so boasting to
Elizabeth’s mother, Darcy tells his friend, he intended

a sort of panegyric, of compliment to yourself—and yet what is
there so very laudable in a precipitance which must leave very neces-
sary business undone, and be of no real advantage to yourself or
anyone else?

Bingley replies that at least he truly believed, and still believes, what he
said of himself to be true, so that he was not showing off. Darcy retorts,

I dare say you believed it; but I am by no means convinced that you
would be gone with such celerity. Your conduct would be quite as
dependent on chance as that of any man I know; and if, as you were
mounting your horse, a friend were to say, “Bingley, you had better stay
till next week,” you would probably do it, you would probably not go—
and, at another word, might stay a month.

Most significant in this passage is Darcy’s making forceful his
condemnation of Bingley’s instability of character by inventing a little
story. This turn of conversation into a small piece of make believe is
almost inevitable when there are differences of opinion about behavior’s
moral implications. Indeed, this conversation exemplifies the psy-
chologist Jerome Bruner’s assertion that storytelling, the fundamental
form of make believe, is the primary fashion by which

human beings, in interacting with one another form a sense of the canonical
and ordinary as a background against which to interpret and give mean-
ing to breaches in and deviations from “normal” states . . . Such narrative
explications have the effect of framing the idiosyncratic in a “lifelike”
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fashion that can promote negotiations . . . a system concerned not solely
with sense and reference but with “felicity conditions”— the conditions
by which differences in meaning can be resolved by invoking mitigating
circumstances that account for divergent interpretations of “reality.” (67)

Make believe is a primary means for human beings to explore ethical
issues, because, besides offering “felicity conditions,” it fosters nego-
tiation through the concretizing of issues instead of generalizing
about them. The make believe story displays for joint engagement
and evaluation specific manifestations of behavior interesting
because focusing attention on its particular moral implications.

In the Netherfield conversation the unique personality of each
character is imaginatively evoked for us by their judgments on particular
social behavior revelatory of their moral commitments. The novelist
thus makes it possible for readers to participate imaginatively in ethical
conflicts, not as metaphysical or ideological abstractions, but as specific
acts in “canonical” interpersonal relationships. Thus Elizabeth’s inverts
Darcy’s “moral” of his story:

“You have only proved by this,” says Elizabeth to Darcy, “that
Mzr. Bingley did not do justice to his own disposition. You have shown
him off now much more than he did himself.”

But Bingley emphasizes the conflict of their evaluations of his behavior
by pointing out that Darcy “would certainly think better of me, if
under such a circumstance I were to give a flat denial and ride off as
fast as I could.”

“Would Mr. Darcy then consider the rashness of your original intention
as atoned for by your obstinacy in adhering to it?”

Both Bingley and Elizabeth have entered into Darcy’s little make
believe (just as we have entered into Austen’s encompassing one), but
Bingley at this point withdraws, saying he is unable to untangle the
moral complexity, and asking Darcy to explain himself. The four-way
conversation is reduced to a confrontation between Darcy and
Elizabeth. Yet even in that contraction of focus Austen’s text refines
our understanding of all the characters and the complexity of their
interrelations. By confessing his inadequacy, Bingley manifests an
attractiveness —his genuine humility (in contrast to the false humility
we will find in Mr. Collins). He is able to tease Darcy because Bingley
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(unlike his sister) respects his friend less for his wealth and position
than for his emotional energy, his honesty, and his clarity and strength
of mind. In judging Darcy a worthy guide, he anticipates Elizabeth’s
final judgment. Because Bingley can so unashamedly admit Darcy’s
personality is stronger and more complex than his own, the two can
be genuine friends without being equals. And that the younger man’s
modest amiability is not mere weakness gives dramatic force to
Elizabeth’s taking from him the burden of argument about Darcy’s
narrative.

“You must remember, Miss Bennet,” Darcy says, “that the friend who
is supposed to desire his return to the house, and the delay of his plan,
has merely desired it, asked it without offering any argument in favour
of its propriety.”

“To yield readily—easily—to the persuasion of a friend is no merit
with you.”

“To yield without conviction is no compliment to the understanding
of either.”

“You appear to me, Mr. Darcy, to allow nothing for the influence of
friendship and affection. .. in general and ordinary cases between
friend and friend where one of them is desired by the other to change
a resolution of no very great moment, should you think ill of that
person for so complying with the desire, without waiting to be argued
into it?”

Darcy responds by saying that to pursue the debate meaningfully
they will have to specify with precision the importance of the request
and the degree of intimacy between Bingley and his fictitious friend.
To sustain the make believe that is enabling them to debate politely
but productively a real ethical dilemma, they will have to create
something rather like Pride and Prejudice. Darcy’s burgeoning narrative
centers on questions of friendship, integrity, affection, intimacy,
persuasion, and prejudice—precisely the central issues of Austen’s
novel. This structural micro-macro relation exemplifies how
nineteenth-century novelistic make believe aims not forever to
resolve moral problems but to evoke them as recurrently vital issues
of ordinary life. Jane Austen, neither a philosopher or a ideologue
(thank God!), enables us to imagine processes of personal interrelating
as activities which—at their best—may be productive of valuable
moral questioning. In this she is exemplary. Excellent verbal make
believe consistently evokes imagining of distinctive personalities within
determinate social circumstances whose specific moral orientations are
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valuable because their conflict animates both our minds and our feel-
ings. Tobin Siebers, in the most thoughtful and informed analysis I
know of this fundamental aspect of Jane Austen’s narrative art, insists
on its antagonism to philosophic moralizing.

Plato wanted to expel conflict from his republic, and it is no accident
that he identifies literature with conflict because storytelling is the
principal means by which we confront disputes. It is a form of argu-
ment in which we try to hear the particulars about situations which
trouble us. . . . It may never be clear how useful stories are for solving
real problems. . .. But we do face problems by telling stories about
them. (150-151)

The Netherfield conversation illuminates vividly a fundamental
characteristic of all verbal make believe, because Austen does not
describe the tonalities of voice, nor the physical position nor movements
of the speakers, excluding all the external circumstances in which the
conversation take place. She allows nothing to interfere with our imagin-
ing of acts of speaking and hearing. The seemingly casual and trivial
conversation carries complex meaningfulness because it focuses our
imagining so completely on the interplay of morally inflected motives
and responses as they “spontaneously” emerge in commonplace talk.
Austen offers her readers an opportunity to learn to recognize dynamic
processes of moral conflict that are in fact an undercurrent of all serious
conversations —especially those that are carefully polite.

Yet, in considering the novel as a whole, such learning does not quite
explain my experience (which I judge from Austen’s ever-widening
popularity is not idiosyncratic) that on every rereading of Pride and
Prejudice 1 find it more important that Darcy and Elizabeth marry. My
response derives not merely from a sharpening understanding, for
example, of the difficulty posed by their social circumstances, but
more from the intensifying of my ethical/emotional @pproval of an
event I know from previous readings is inevitable. This suggests how
far beyond Harding’s observations we must go to understand what
psychic processes are involved in our “entering into” verbal make
believe. A helpful description of this remarkable process developed by
a critic ignorant of Bakhtin’s earlier analyses is that of the French critic
Georges Poulet explaining the extraordinary effect on him of Madame
Bovary.

As soon as I replace my direct perception of reality by the words of a
book, I deliver myself to the omnipotence of fiction. I am someone who
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has as objects of his own thought thoughts which are part of a book I
read, and which are therefore the cogitations of another. I am thinking
the thoughts of another. I am a self who is granted the experience of
thinking thoughts foreign to him. My consciousness behaves as though
it were the consciousness of another.

‘What happens when I read a book? I feel sure that as soon as I think
something, that something becomes in some indefinable way my own.
‘Whatever I think is part of my mental world. And yet here I am thinking
a thought which manifestly belongs to another mental world, which is
being thought in me.

Reading is the act in which the subjective principle which I call I, is
modified in such a way that I no longer have the right to consider it as
my I. To understand a literary work, then, is to let the individual who
wrote it reveal himself to us in the work. The annexation of my
consciousness by another in no way implies I am the victim of any
deprivation of consciousness. Everything happens as though, from the
moment I become a prey to what I read, I begin to share the use of my
consciousness with this being who is the conscious subject ensconced
at the heart of the work. He and I, we start having a common
consciousness.

I am a consciousness astonished by an existence which is not mine, but
which I experience as though it were mine. This astonished conscious-
ness is the consciousness of a being who is allowed to apprehend as its
own what is happening in the consciousness of another being. (55-56)

Poulet’s “consciousness sharing,” like Bakhtin’s of “entering into,”
focuses on a paradoxical condition of reading in which one partici-
pates in the activities of another mind without diminishing the
integrity of one’s own subjectivity. Poulet’s account, however, needs
to be clarified in one respect. He might seem to represent the reading
experience as merely an interpenetration of the author’s and the
reader’s consciousness. In fact, the author’s consciousness in fiction
comes to us primarily through the consciousness of his or her fictive
characters (which often of course includes a narrator). In reading
novels, our consciousness is “astonished” in multiple ways. In Madame
Bovary, for example, our consciousness intersects not only with
Flaubert’s but also with his protagonist’s. We imaginatively share in
Emma Bovary’s experience—but without ever surrendering our own
consciousness, without ever merely “identifying” with her, without
losing the capacity to assess critically as it happens what she and we
experience. Reading a novel, we @dd to our self-awareness the self-
awareness not just of another but of others. In novel reading we do
not surrender any portion of our self-consciousness as we open it to
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(or enter into) interactivity not alone with the novelist but also with
the characters he has imagined. Indeed, we can fully share in
Flaubert’s consciousness only through our participation in his creation
of imaginary consciousnesses such as Emma Bovary’s.

What is true of Flaubert’s novel is true of all excellent fiction—it
enables a more profound interpenetration of human consciousnesses
than is available in any other mode of discourse. This is why novel
reading can be such a fantastic learning experience. Bakhtin’s and
Poulet’s approach also opens the way to understanding why rereading
can be a more, rather than less, intense experience than a first reading.
In rereading it is possible both to share more deeply in the now
“familiar” consciousnesses of author and characters, even while,
because we know the full arc of their histories, more rigorously eval-
uating them and their acts.

Poulet’s and Bakhtin’s depictions of the imaginative process by
which we read a novel also inadvertently highlight why watching
movies is so different an experience. First we literally witness, then
from what we witness we conjecture, and it is through conjecturing
that our imagination comes into play. In reading a novel, to the
contrary, we begin by imagining. The “sensations” we experience in
reading are all imagined, never actual. The “sensation” in a novel of
seeing a mountain involves, as Gilbert Ryle observed, “missing just
what one would be due to get, if one were seeing the mountain” (255).
The “sensation” in the novel is in fact an zmagining of the sensation of
seeing the mountain, which Ryle describes as “a more sophisticated
operation” than actual perception (256).

This difference helps to explain why direct narrative sequentiality in
movies tends to be more important than direct narrative sequence in
novels. The Russian Pudovkin’s recommendation that directors should
structure their scenarios in terms of a series of questions and answers
may be good advice for a movie director, but is too simple for a novelist.
The imagining evoked by verbal fiction moves easily in any and every
direction temporally as well as spatially, and it is never confined to
unidirectional sequentiality. Each of our visual perceptions, however, is
immediately displaced by another. This is one reason it is so distressing
to be in an environment that is visually uniform and unchanging
(Meister). An effective movie exploits this perceptual drive forward,
whereas effective novels exploit the power of imagination to move
instantaneously any whichway in either time or space. It is fair if
surprising, then, to judge that narrative in its simplest sense may be
more important in movies than in novels.
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Furthermore, although novels are founded on the possibility of
consciousness sharing, central to the movie experience are the facts
that we always see only surfaces and that visual perception begins in—
and always requires —separation of spectators from what they see. In
the visual narrative of a movie, there cannot be the immediate psychic
interpenetrating Bakhtin and Poulet identify as the foundation of
novel reading. This “limitation” of movies, however, is simultaneously a
source of their unique power. By intensifying normal modes of vision, a
movie by improving our visual capacities may strengthen the cognitive
effects of what we see. Only in movie watching is our conjectural imag-
ining’s full power realized—to the point of recognizing its limitations.

These differences reflect absolute differences between the creation
of visual and verbal make believe. Moviemaking has to be a collabora-
tive process. What the spectator finally sees has been laboriously
constructed and minutely controlled in every detail —a task that can be
carried out only through conjoined efforts of many people—despite
the claims of some auteur theorists. These err in the fashion Tolstoy
detected in military historians who thought that because a general was
officially in command he controlled all an army’s actions. Tolstoy’s
point emphatically is not that the quality of a general (or a movie direc-
tor) is unimportant. Tolstoy insists, instead, that the best general (or
director) is the one who understands the limitations on his personal
ability to determine what will happen, because a battle (like a movie) is
too large and complex an event to permit such management by any
individual. Which can produce surprising benefits. The uncertainty of
the moviemaking process, Kurosawa observed,

is similar to that of a pot being fired in a kiln. Ashes . . . can fall onto
the melted glaze during firing and cause unpredictable but beautiful
results. Similar unplanned but interesting effects arise in the course of
directing that I call “kiln changes.” (Goodwin, 63)

Moviemakers will take the right visual effects any way they can get
them. In moviemaking the end always justifies the means.
Moviemakers don’t give a damn how actions are performed, only how
they will appear on the screen. The novel we read, however, is essen-
tially what the novelist wrote, the fiction writer’s performance and
the fiction we read being indistinguishable. A good novelist is of
course always alert to the effects she wishes her words to produce, but
she has only words to evoke these effects. There are no trick shots in
novel writing—whereas in a sense every movie is entirely composed of
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trick shots. The novelist, because engaged in a consciousness-sharing
mode of discourse, cannot (and would not want to) so systematically
exploit discrepancies between execution and effect. The writer, more-
over, is unusually aware of the polysemous character of words. She
knows very well that her control of the interpretation of her language
is severely restricted. When she writes, “the glass of red wine,” she rec-
ognizes that her readers are going to imagine different kinds of
glasses, different shades of red, perhaps even different kinds of wine.
Her skill as a novelist lies in knowing how to make most productive
imaginative use of these inevitable but uncontrollable d7versities of
response. The moviemaker, to the contrary, attempts to control as
completely as possible what everybody in the audience will see. And at
a movie we all do see the same thing—however widely our interpreta-
tions of what we have seen may differ. So filmmakers choose a particu-
lar glass as the only one precisely appropriate to the dramatic
situation, the drinker, the historical epoch, and so forth. And they may
as well be concerned with the particular shade of red—which proba-
bly means disgusting actors by filling the glass with something that
isn’t wine. Of course different interpretations of the resulting movie
scene are not merely possible but certain, and even likely to be vio-
lently opposed, because intelligent moviegoers are active spectators.
But the interpretive differences are about determinate (because phys-
ically verifiable) visual facts. There are no perceptible facts in novels,
only indivuated imaginings. Novels are in this regard constituted of
specifically focused and purposefully meaningful indeterminacies
(Casey, 123). The diverse shapes of glasses are finite but fairly exten-
sive: what was the shape of the glass from which the blood poured in
Crime and Punishment? Or the word “red”: exactly what color is that? to
pose a famous linguistic/philosophic conundrum. A reader may imag-
ine a glass shaped differently from the one Dostoyevsky had in mind,
and may imagine a shade of red different from what the novelist fan-
tasized. Such variations are the conditions that allow the conscious-
ness of different readers actively to enter into the processes of
Dostoyevsky’s imagining. Verbal make believe makes room for every-
body’s power of fantasy:.

As Bakhtin and Poulet admit, it is not easy to describe precisely
the processes by which we share someone else’s make believe. Besides
the paradox of simultaneously entering into another’s subjectivity
while retaining the integrity of our own, our minds function with
incredible swiftness, and each imaginative act is unique. The nature
and rewards of these operations are exemplified with unusual clarity
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in Chapters eight and nine of Part two of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, a
segment that provides a vivid stylistic complement to both Madame
Bowvary, which was the text Poulet concentrated on in developing his
insights, and Dostoyevsky’s fiction, Bakhtin’s principal inspiration.
These chapters, furthermore, constitute a critical juncture in a story
about problems of love, marriage, family relations, and adultery in
the lives of ordinary people — these problems being central to most of
the best nineteenth-century fiction (Tanner).

Anna’s husband, Alexei, returns home alone “having found nothing
improper or peculiar in his wife sitting at a separate table with Vronsky
having an animated conversation . . . but he had seen that to others in
the drawing room it appeared something peculiar and improper, and
therefore he, too thought it improper.” He decides he should speak
of this to Anna when she returns. He reads in his study until one in the
morning, his usual hour for preparing for bed. Instead of going to bed,
he begins pacing back and forth through the dining room, drawing
room, Anna’s dressing room, deciding what he will say to her. We follow
the workings of Alexei’s psyche as he transforms himself from a man
convinced that jealousy is a shameful feeling into a man overcome by
unadmitted jealous passions. Tolstoy’s narrative permits us to share in
this psychic reversal, as violent as any physical action yet not physically
perceptible, for its only external manifestation is Alexei’s repeated pacing
through the house, always turning back at the door of the bedroom.
What Tolstoy’s words provoke us into imagining includes a negativity,
blockage of the normal functioning of Alexei’s mind:

When Karenin had decided to speak with his wife, that had
seemed easy and simple, but now, thinking about how to do this, it
seemed complicated and difficult.

Here the story’s narrator offers readers an opinion about the Alexei’s
ideas and emotions.

Now; although his persuasion that jealousy is a shameful feeling . . . had
not been demolished, he felt he was confronting something stupid and
illogical, and he did not know what to do. Karenin was facing life— the
possibility that his wife loved somebody else, and this was incompre-
hensible to him, because it was real life. He had lived and worked all his
life in bureaucratic spheres, which engage only with reflections of
life. . . . He now experienced what a man might feel when carelessly
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crossing a bridge over a chasm who suddenly sees that the bridge is
collapsing and he is about to fall into the abyss. The abyss was real life.

The metaphor in this passage provides readers means for judging the
validity of the narrator’s judgment. A reader not only shares in
Alexei’s subjective life but must also decide whether to accept the
narrator’s assessment of his psychological condition. Nothing obliges
us to agree with the narrator’s opinion as to the cause of Karenin’s
distress—and the metaphor gives us a specific basis for making our
own judgment, since any verbal trope succeeds only so far as readers
are willing to accept its aptness.

The difficulty in imagining here for a reader such as myself is that
Tolstoy (like Dostoyevsky, Dickens, Flaubert, Jane Austen, and the rest)
is so damn perceptive and intelligent, and such a persuasive writer, that
I am tempted to accept instantly what his narrator says as the truth. But
it is not. Only a lazy reader concurs in the judgment without testing it.
That this “covert” (Chatman, 1978, 117) or “undramatized” narrator
(Booth, 1987, 273). is not infallible is demonstrated by the famous first
sentence of the novel, which asserts an invariable difference between
happy and unhappy families for which no one has ever offered the
slightest factual evidence, and which is an odd beginning for a story in
which every family experiences unhappiness (Alexandrov, 112-133).
This opening sentence alerts us to an opinionated narrator with whom
we may at times disagree even though he is often convincing. The
cogency of the narrator’s opinion is established only when having asked
ourselves is that true, we thoughtfully answer, yes. Often we may make
that judgment in a flash, so it is difficult to recognize that we have
indeed judged, not passively accepted. Recognizing the nature of our
response is also difficult because verbal make believe such as Tolstoy’s
is continuously stimulating our mind in a variety of ways. Here, for
example, we are questioning how firm was Alexei’s conviction that a
man who does not trust his wife degrades himself even more than
her—even though we know, as he does not, that his jealousy is
justified — that Anna /s unfaithful to him. Intelligent reading of excellent
fiction is an incredibly strenuous psychic activity.

In following the development of Alexei’s feelings, readers simulta-
neously share his subjective understanding of his situation even as
they pass judgment on it, and share in—while assessing—the
narrator’s opinion as to why and with what consequences Alexei’s
self- awareness is incomplete. When Anna returns, the story becomes
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even more complex, because now readers also share her subjectivity.
“Anna, I must talk with you,” says Alexei, to which she responds:

“With me?” she answered with surprise. . . . “What is it? What about?”
she asked, sitting down. “Well, let us talk then if it is so important. But
it would be better to go to bed.”

Anna said what came into her mind and hearing her own words was
amazed at her skill at lying. How simple and natural her words were;
they really sounded as if she were just sleepy:.

In empowering us to imagine Anna hearing her own words as well
as her surprised judgment of them, the passage simultaneously
arouses an evaluative counter-understanding, because we evaluate
Anna’s lying in a fashion she does not.

“Anna, I must warn you,” he said.
“Warn me?” she asked; “what about?”

She looked at him so naturally and cheerfully, that someone who did
not know her as her husband did would have noticed nothing unusual
in what she said or how she spoke. But for him, who knew her—knew
that when he was a few minutes late going to bed, she noticed, and
wanted to know the reason—knew that she had always told him at
once all her pleasures and sorrows—for him her refusal to pay atten-
tion to his state of mind, or to say a single word about herself, told him
everything. He saw that her soul, before always open, now was closed
to him. And he knew from her tone that she was not embarrassed by
this. . . . He now felt like a man who comes home to find his house
locked against him.

Even in imagining this clash of personalities we are simultaneously
enabled to conceive years of Alexei and Anna’s previous life together.
Specific details of this life are not specially germane to the situation,
but, because the confrontation provokes a break in repeated patterns
of behavior that have constituted a texture of relationship, they
arouse our sympathy for Alexei’s response to Anna’s words as a
response of which no other person is capable. We thus experience the
uniqueness of a not uncommon event, the emergence of an emotional
division between long-married husband and wife. The paragraph’s
closing simile, reminding us that someone other than Alexei or Anna
is telling us what happened, frees us from confinement in either
Alexei’s or Anna’s subjectivity, and enables us to understand this quar-
rel as the shattering of long-established relations of mutual trust,
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devastating in different ways to both parties, who equally refuse to
admit that it is a catastrophe.

“He doesn’t really care!” she said to herself; “But other people noticed,
and that upsets him” “You are not well, Alexei Alexandrovich!” she
said, as she rose, and was about to leave the room, but he stepped for-
ward as if wishing to stop her.

She had never seen his face look so gloomy and ugly. Anna stopped,
threw back her head, bent it to one side, and with her quick fingers
began to take out her hairpins.

“Well, I'm listening. What comes next?” she said calmly and ironi-
cally. “I am listening with special interest, because I want to under-
stand what this is all about.”

As she spoke she wondered at her coolly natural tone and her skillful
choice of words. Here our attention focuses simultaneously on the
efficacy of Anna’s preventing any real interchange between herself
and her husband and on her awareness of her own duplicity, thus
complicating our judgment of her behavior. Anna is certainly behav-
ing very badly. Yet her assessment of the source of Alexei’s emotion is
in accord with the narrator’s—that her husband was affected not by
his feelings toward Anna but by the feelings of others. And as we are
allowed to experience her wonder at her intuitive skill in play-acting
we cannot but to some degree sympathize with her. Which exacer-
bates our pain at her change when Alexei “mildly” urges her:

“Anna, for God’s sake don’t talk that way! ... I am you husband, and
I love you.”

For a moment her face fell and the mockery in her eyes faded away,
but the word “love” aroused her again. “Love!” she thought. “As if he
could love! If he had never heard other people talk about love, he
would never have found that word. He does not know what love is.”

Here again, because we believe Anna does know what love is (even what
Alexei recalls of her interest in him and the former freedom of her
speech to him proves that she did once love him), we are compelled to
sympathize with the vitality that has led to her attachment to Vronsky,
the real life of which Alexei is frightened (Sankovitch, 1oo-101). We cannot
simply condemn Anna even as her falsity and her refusal to meet Alexei’s
efforts to be affectionate crystallize our understanding of how destruc-
tively and self-destructively she is behaving. Concurrently we feel there
is justice in her effort to escape from Karenin’s imprisoning of her and
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himself within social conventions that deny the reality of life itself. Yet
we do not forget that Anna’s joy in her vitality is perniciously falsifying
her life and the life of others.

This analysis may suggest something of the dynamics of imagining
evoked by verbal make believe of lives of people not extraordinary—
except insofar as our participation in their consciousnesses makes us
intimately aware of their personalities in a fashion we seldom attain
with real people. Our entering into Alexei and Anna’s crisis teaches us
much about self-misunderstanding in personal relationships, but
even more valuable is the opportunity for tremendous psychic exertion
offered by Tolstoy’s make believe. No Olympic gymnast puts his body
through more complexly organized exercises of controlled violence
than a quiet reader of this passage demands of her imaginative
capabilities. Any careful reader of this make believe increases the
strength and subtlety of her conscious mind.

Two characteristics of this psychic refining and fortifying deserve
emphasis. First, the continuity of the activity. Our consciousness
when we are awake is always working. Language through its intrinsic
self-referentiality activates the productiveness of that continuity,
enhancing awareness of the temporal interconnectedness of what we
experience. Second, the exercise arouses our evaluative capacities—
because consciousness 75 a search for the meaningfulness of phenomena:
“every man who knows the law of gravitation draws a moral from it”
(Frye, 254). Associative imagining empowers us to decide what is
truly real (the hidden causes of events, for example), and on the basis
of that decision we try to shape, reorganize, and perfect the actual
things or relations constituting our environment. Enhancement of
this persistent, proactive impulse to affect reality distinguishes adult
make believe from daydreaming, in which there is no sharing of
consciousness. The value of make believe is its energizing produc-
tively the consciousness of others, not that of its creator alone. The
large decision we make that Tolstoy’s personal fantasy, Anna Karenina, is
worth reading and rereading is a judgment with practical consequences:
the experience improves the efficacy of our self-conscious powers, the
only powers enabling any individual to distinguish between existing
thoughtlessly by habit and deciding to live what she decides is a good
life No form of discourse is more helpful in making that momentous
distinction than verbal storytelling.



CHAPTER 4

MAKE BELIEVE 1S ALWAYS
A STORY

that either invokes something not perceptually present,
such as an absent person—“Imagine what Helen is doing
today in Venice”—or invokes something not known to exist, highly
improbable or impossible—as is implied in “You’re just imagining
things.” Imagining in this commonplace sense is the foundation of all
make believe, which Gilbert Ryle thought “of a higher order” than
ordinary belief (250), and which more recently has been usefully
examined by Kendall Walton in his Mimesis and Make Believe. But
whereas Walton seeks to identify how imagination operates in the
same fashion in both movies and literature, I am identifying differ-
ences between the make believe of novels and the make believe of
films. Of course there are important similarities—without these,
meaningful contrast would be impossible. Ultimately, however, if we
are fully to appreciate both kinds of make believe we must distinguish
between the imagining in which movies and novels originate and with
which they are experienced by their audiences.

The original and still primary meaning of “story” (the essential form
of both verbal and visual make believe) is a verba/ account. To tell a
story means to speak, and to be told a story means to listen to words.
‘When we say a movie tells a story we are using “tells” metaphorically;
because our language has not yet absorbed the concept of purely
visual narrative. The point needs advertisement, because it is easy to
misapply to motion picture narrative criteria appropriate only to ver-
bal storytelling. The novels I concentrate on are chosen to emphasize
through contrast the innovativeness of storytelling by moving pic-
tures. Pride and Prejudice, Wuthering Heights, Madame Bovary, Great
Expectations, Crime and Punishment, and Anna Karenina are among
the finest accomplishments of nineteenth-century fiction, the
period just before the appearance of movies. In the course of the

¥44 Imagining” as we normally use the term refers to fantasy
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twentieth-century, movies supplanted novels as the most popular form
of entertainment. This usurpation was not merely the result of unex-
pected technological accidents (e.g., that the film which makes motion
pictures possible was a by-product of manufacturing celluloid collars),
but was also a culmination of a long development in Western culture
toward increasing emphasis upon the visual: “hypervisualism is the
mentality fostered by the modern world” (Ong, 1977, 124). Although
differences between the imagining in novel reading and movie watching
are rooted in physiology (differences between seeing and hearing), they
are also manifestations of historical processes (Darnton).

Movies alone among the visual arts make possible storytelling that
is entirely pictorial (Currie 1990, 7—9) not requiring any use of words,
or dependence on verbal narratives that precede them. Every story is
an artifact, and is always recognized by its audiences as a human con-
struct. A story is @bout things that happened (or may have happened
or might happen). We always know this when we are being told a
story. We attend to it in full awareness that what we are reading—or
hearing or seeing—is some human being’s fabrication, not physical
events and phenomena in themselves. Some stories, of course, are
true, and some are not, but there is no “sharp grammatical or lexical
distinction between true stories and imagined ones,” (Bruner, 52) and
I argue that there is equally no imagistic distinction between true and
imagined movie stories. More important than its truth or falsity is
the simple fact that a story is always recognized by its audience as an
artifact. Much more interesting than the question of how one distin-
guishes between true and false stories, is the question of why do human
beings so thoroughly enjoy stories they know to be literally untrue?
Millions of people have been doing that for many thousands of years in
response to verbal stories and for a century at the movies. Why?

For learning and enjoyment, because fictive stories liberate
our imaginations. They enable an audience to participate in the
construction of story-artifacts. Attending to a story enables us to
exercise intellectual, emotional, and even spiritual energies. And
we exercise these psychic energies in amode of self-reflective awareness.
Attending to a story, we are not merely conscious but, because we are
participating with the storyteller in the making of an artifact,
we become conscious of the functioning of our consciousness. Since
reflective consciousness is our most distinguishing trait as a species,
we are never more thoroughly human than when we are reading a
novel or watching a movie. And, to be selfish for a moment, that is
why criticism of these activities may be a useful enterprise.
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So Kendall Walton’s focus on “making believe” is of the utmost
importance. Of particular value is his recognition that in enjoying
make believe we imagine in highly structured ways. The fundamental
structuring form of make believe is narrative. Story has been important
in every known culture because it is the primary mode of enabling
people to imagine together productively (Nussbaum, 1995, 66).
Stories activate subjective imagining so that it can participate in public
imagining. This is why psychologists like Bruner have identified a
capacity to appreciate stories as central to a child’s social maturation.

“Making believe” by adults evolves from what children do in making
believe, but adult make believe differs radically from childish make
believe, primarily because its rigorous form makes it possible for oth-
ers to participate in its processes. This imaginative participation ani-
mates “believing” that is not the mere application of preexisting
beliefs. A story articulates new beliefs, at the least giving renewed
vitality to passively held beliefs. To appreciate the importance of
adult making believe as deliberate belief creation, one needs to recog-
nize that “believing” (like “understanding” and similar terms) refers
not merely to mental processes but involves also an orienting of our
bebavior, physical as well as psychic. To believe something, as the
philosopher Wittgenstein observed, means to «ct in a certain way,
because it is impossible genuinely to hold a belief and not act on it
(Turvey, 456).

A novel or movie by enabling us to create belief presents us with an
opportunity to entertain possibilities, functioning as a form of
thought-experiment, very close to the exploring of a hypothesis.
A