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 This dissertation explores the embodied and sensory dimensions of fantastic film, those 

elements that are generally held up in contrast to and, often, in excess of, narrative structure.  I 

suggest a departure from the traditional approach to genre study which has been preoccupied 

with narrative formulas, themes, and iconographies.  My goal is not to dispense with those 

kinds of analyses but to complement them and, importantly, to point to some neglected  

dimensions of genre pleasure.  I propose to transform the presumably excessive pleasures of 

the fantastic genre into something essential to it.  First, I explore the disavowal or avoidance of 

embodied sensation within popular genre criticism.  I then turn to critique existing models of 

film reception, focusing particularly upon a critique of the ocularcentric or visualist framework.  

From this critique, I am able to suggest some criteria for an alternative theoretical model based 

upon embodiment.  I propose a theoretical framework based, first, on the phenomenology of 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, who demonstrates that human subjects are constituted materially and 

culturally through their perceptual relations within the world.  Second, I rely upon a further 

interpretation of this phenomenology by the American philosopher Don Ihde.  Ihde’s work, 

configured as “postphenomenology,” draws variously from technoscience studies, the 

philosophy of science, feminist, and posthumanist theory, and sketches a system for the 

application of an experimental phenomenology.  With this method, I explore various embodied, 

sensational aspects of fantastic genre films, i.e., spectacle, gore, musical genre conventions.  I 

describe and relate these aspects of fantastic film to other cultural venues, exploring common 

themes and structures among them.  From this, I draw some conclusions as to the nature of 

these sensational genre pleasures for embodied human individuals.  Simultaneously, I consider 

the possibilities for embodied difference among individuals.   
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Chapter I.  Genre Spectacle:   

Too Much and Not Enough 
 

 

Nearly every time I read a movie review in a newspaper or popular magazine, I 

am struck by the gap that exists between our actual experience of the cinema 

and the theory that we academic films scholars construct to explain it – or 

perhaps, more aptly, to explain it away. 

Vivian Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts 53. 

 

 Danny Boyle’s Sunshine (2007) is filled with sunshine – white-hot and oppressive, 

golden-soft and warming, maddening and terrifying, a presence that I do not merely see but 

feel on and under my skin.  Some moments invoke the ice-cold of space, the feel and 

(non)sound of the vacuum greedily sucking the oxygen, the very matter, from my body.  A 

perfectly spare electronic score at times resembles nothing so much as the wheezing and 

banging of futuristic gears and gizmos and then at other times gives way to more conventional 

musical bursts, sufficing for an heroic climax.  Scenes completely disorient me so I do not know 

where I am with respect to those others on the screen, their spaceship, or the furious sun.  

Gravity is taken from me in a way that is both pleasurable and extremely unnerving.   

I departed my first experience of this film with the experience of these and many other 

moments, yet if someone asked me about Sunshine I might very well reply, “Well, it’s about 

these astronauts who travel to the sun. . .”  I would not deny my true experience, not to myself 
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or to anyone who asked, but for a number of reasons I would hesitate to share it, falling back 

on the reliability of narrative as descriptive of the film.   For I was and am aware of the narrative 

of Sunshine; narrative is easy to fall back upon.  It is easy, too, when describing this film or any 

film, to let narrative be the entire story.  Of course narrative is a major part of my film 

experiences – especially when it comes to films about astronauts travelling to the sun.  Yet that 

which I recalled most keenly from the film remains these washes of gorgeous sensation.  My 

self-indulgent prose can only paint what is perhaps an idiosyncratic reading.  But suppose that I 

were not the only one who had this experience?   

I would argue that many reviews of the film suggest a similar, suppressed experience.  

Consider Manohla Dargis of the New York Times, who gives one of the more sensually fulsome 

reviews, observing that Sunshine is “spookily beautiful” and “visually arresting” with 

“unnerving” sound design.  In one particularly evocative turn of phrase, she declares: “[T]he 

fast-approaching sun looks like a hot, burbling and bloody stew. . .” (Dargis, “Sunshine”).  Yet 

this review only indulges in such eruptions in order to revisit what is really the persistent 

concern among many of the reviews of the film that I surveyed:  the possibility that Boyle has 

made an “old-school” sci-fier, that is, one that foregrounds realistic scientific principles and 

thoughtful reflection about the human relation to technology (Berardinelli, “Sunshine”; 

Bradshaw; Dargis; Elley).  Such are the narrative themes that comprise the science fiction (sci-fi) 

genre at its best, according to a loose consensus in the popular media.
1
  Reviewer comments 

about beautiful cinematography are inserted most times only after a critical assessment of how 

the narrative functions and, particularly, how it functions in relation to the extensive special 

effects.  Sensual moments are either the added or detracted value of the film rather than 
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constitutive of “the film” itself.  Thus so many authentic experiences are reduced to rhetorical 

flourishes; the encounter with bloody death becomes little more than a swirl of viscous color 

“pooling picturesquely over the immaculate production design” (Dargis).  The beauties of outer 

space are made extraneous to the storytelling:  “Sunshine initially burns brightly but finally 

implodes into a dramatic black hole” (Elley).   

For many of us as critics and viewers, the reality of a bodily, sensational response to a 

film arouses discomfort, along with a powerful need to reassert our identities as rational 

beings.  Hence we refuse, as Vivian Sobchack puts it, to “admit [the bodily experience’s] 

meaning as anything more than metaphorical description” (Carnal 54).  Where fantastic film is 

concerned, allusions to sensory richness are made frequently in the context of a consideration 

of authentic genre-ness, however that may be defined for the reviewer in question.  For 

instance, Dargis concludes that Sunshine ultimately fails as sci-fi, betraying the promise of 

“pure” genre for something more formulaic:   

If Sunshine plays out more like a viscerally pleasurable diversion than an 

intellectually stimulating head trip, it’s largely because Mr. Boyle tends to lean 

upon familiar genre stratagems and his estimable technique rather than risk 

anything by going too far out and freaky.  Always an expressive colorist, he 

floods the screen with gold, splashes on the green, and dots the image with 

jolting blue. . . 

 

“Genre” is invoked inconsistently by Dargis, both as a high and a low standard, against which 

Sunshine is damned twice over.  The film is both “not genre enough” (not “intellectually 

stimulating,” not like good sci-fi) and “too much genre” (too much “leaning upon genre 

stratagems”) and thus what could have been a great work of sci-fi is deemed little better than 

an amateur art project – pretty but derivative, and meaningless.     
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Perhaps the most culturally notorious case study of genre as too much and yet too little 

is to be found in the critiques of George Lucas’s Star Wars prequels [The Phantom Menace 

(1999), Attack of the Clones (2002), Revenge of the Sith (2005)], in which the notion of the 

empty spectacle runs rampant; according to his critics, Lucas is the ultimate child dabbling with 

finger paints.  An enthusiastic adopter and developer of CGI as well as a long-time leader in the 

development of sound design and sound reproduction,
2
 Lucas has been excoriated by reviewers 

and fans alike for his impoverished narrative skills, particularly in Episodes I and II.  Revenge of 

the Sith (Episode III) was not universally abhorred, yet there remained considerable concern 

amongst critics with the relative strengths of the story-teller Lucas and the imaginative 

technician Lucas.
3
  The critique of technical excess manifests itself in a variety of ways; where 

some commentators would content themselves with complaining about the overuse of CGI,
 4

 

others have contemplated the presumed soullessness of the actors’ experiences performing 

always before a green screen, which supposedly affects the authenticity of their performance 

(Ebert, “Star Wars Episode III”).
5
  The implied assumptions held in common have to do with an 

unarticulated but presumably widely preferred standard of realness, as against a deficient and 

noticeably artificial simulation of the real.  Indeed, the supposedly ubiquitous CGI in the Star 

Wars prequels generally inspire meditations on their verisimilitude; that the entire world of 

Star Wars is imaginary seems to demand a special attention to the quality of the illusion.  

Perhaps it is not any observable lack of quality in the artifice that is truly the anxiety but rather 

the possibility that the deception may soon be complete, that CGI may cease to be noticeable 

at all.  Beneath the judgment of “too much” may be a scarcely concealed satisfaction:  “You 

didn’t fool me, not this time.”    
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The issue is not whether criticisms of Lucas as a narrator are valid – for the record, I 

share many of them.  Rather, my issue is with the persistent tendency of critics – and again, I 

define “critics” broadly, inclusive of professionals, audience members, and fans – to pose the 

sensual aspects of these fantastic films as a threat to good storytelling, to genre, to rational 

thinking itself.  Repeatedly, the logic of these critiques places sensual elements in opposition to 

the narrative as though only a subtle, thoughtful, or logical narrative can “justify” the spectacle.  

Without proper narrative motivation, taking pleasure in the spectacle must be a shallow, 

mindless form of viewing, essentially childish (Pierson 12).  Even Peter Jackson’s Lord of the 

Rings (LOTR) trilogy [Fellowship of the Ring (2001), The Two Towers (2002), Return of the King 

(2003)], a high fantasy epic that unlike Lucas’s recent work has been reviewed with 

considerable critical favor (Mathijs 5), is pinned by the same line of reasoning.  Although the 

trilogy received accolades precisely because of Jackson’s accomplishment in combining 

storytelling with spectacle, the presumption continues to be that such spectacle is acceptably 

artistic only in the company of a strong narrative; due to a careful and respectful adaptation of 

J.R.R. Tolkien’s work, Jackson’s finished product was deemed successful in this regard (Eichner 

et al.).  Notwithstanding such positive assessments, however, the trilogy can continue to be 

dismissed as “mere” spectacle in some quarters – compelling, but still just a well-executed 

fantasy with little content of importance.  If it has “important” meanings, this is because it 

managed to transcend its own genre (Eichner et al. 147-148).   

The horror film is a further case in point, in all but a few celebrated cases receiving an 

automatic membership in the category of “low” art (Clover 21; Williams, “Bodies” 2).  Horror 

narratives share in the very same double standard I indicated above in Dargis’s review of 
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Sunshine:  on the one hand, a horror narrative may be “too much,” i.e., too repetitive, too 

formulaic, and too gory; on the other hand, if the horror narrative fails to transcend spectacle 

through storytelling it is thereby “not enough,” which is to say that a horror film can achieve 

greatness only if it succeeds in exploring the generic themes of horror in a way that is subtle 

and thoughtful.  This double standard is quite evident in a recent piece in Entertainment Weekly 

featuring the Diablo Cody authored horror film Jennifer’s Body (Kusama, 2009).  While the 

piece, titled “Horror Films and the Women Who Love Them,” begins by presenting the thesis 

that women have begun to attend horror films in significant numbers,
6
 the other major theme 

of the article is that contemporary American horror has invested too much in the visual shocks 

of gore to the exclusion of “true” horror (Spines).  True horror, it seems, can be achieved only 

through the exercise of restraint.   

Interestingly, in this article, horror is described as “visceral,” a word also deployed by 

Dargis in her review of Sunshine and in many other reviews of fantastic films that I have read, 

particularly horror.  The use of this word is unintentionally ironic, given that the Latin origin of 

the word is viscus, or viscera in the plural, meaning “internal organ”; “viscera,” of course, has 

been adopted with almost no change of meaning into the English language (On-Line Etymology 

Dictionary).  If we took literally the frequent application of the adjective “visceral” to horror, we 

would have to concede that this genre is one that “gets you in the guts.”  The irony is that a 

consensus exists that horror is a visceral genre even though so many commentators seem to 

believe that this visceral effect can and should be achieved by mental manipulation and without 

too many guts being on display.   



 

7 

 

The examples of Sunshine, Star Wars, Lord of the Rings, and Jennifer’s Body suggest that 

contemporary fantastic films, however they may foreground their own fantastic qualities, are 

inherently suspect.  This suspicion is based, fundamentally, upon the characteristic sensuality of 

these films.  Because meaning is presumed to be a product solely of our rational-cognitive 

faculties, the sensual must be meaningless; alternatively, its only meaning is pleasure, or 

displeasure, as the case may be.  A reckoning is required, in the form of a reasoning:  This 

sensation must be trivial, precisely because it is not rational.  That so many reviewers of 

Sunshine were aware of its visual and aural qualities and chose to comment upon them, albeit 

late and rather dismissively, speaks to me of something that has been reasoned with.  It is not 

that each and every one of these critics is engaged in self-deception.  Rather, a regime of denial 

is at work that consistently, insistently, requires that we consider fantastic films in a certain 

way, and this is a way that, first, denies many true experiences of these films and, second, 

distorts how we define such films.  It denies our embodiedness as film-goers, which has 

significant consequences for how these films are judged.   

 

Sensational Genres 

 

This dissertation is not about rescuing these genres per se, nor about arguing for the 

artistic merits of fantastic films (even if it may seem so thus far).  It is about suggesting an 

approach to the study of film genres that restores that which is sensory and even sensual to our 

understanding of how such films are experienced, even as they are experienced as genre:  thus, 

I put forward “sensational genres.”    
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With this term, I undertake to situate my proposed research within a tradition of 

genre scholarship and thereby to critique and expand upon that tradition.
7
  Arguments 

for the aesthetic value of genre films have tended to focus on the cultural relevance of 

their narrative formulas – sometimes as social reinforcement (Wright), sometimes as 

moral problem-solving (Schatz), and sometimes as psycho-emotional catharsis (Wood).  

I do not intend to deny that certain story dynamics may have a deep resonance within a 

given culture.  Yet the cultural “relevance” of these stories has been implicitly held out 

as a justification for those other, more embarrassing elements of the story that, while 

perhaps indebted to narrative for their existence, abide apart and beyond narrative, i.e., 

the beautiful, the gory, the strange, or the simply impossible.  Not coincidentally, these 

filmic moments are often considered gratuitously technical, manipulative, and, most 

embarrassingly, generic.  Such moments exist in most genres – indeed, in most films – 

but they are especially predominant in fantastic
8
 genres.  These are genres whose 

narrative conventions are often speculative and spectacular on their own terms.  These 

narratives feature outpourings of explosive color, kinetic action, and grotesque, 

abstract, or creatively realized images and sounds.   

Although genre scholars have acknowledged that these eruptions invoke 

emotion in viewers (Carroll; Clover; Williams, “Bodies”), they have grappled with this 

emotion as a problem to be explained or accounted for (Hills).
 
 Another, and related, 

way of saying this is that many genre analyses focus on the functioning of 

representation and aesthetic choices, either to condemn or redeem the narrative.  

These are important issues, to be sure, and I do not mean to suggest that there should 
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be no such analyses.  I do question, however, the ideological operations by which 

certain types of narratives are automatically assumed to be in need of such 

condemnation or redemption.  Not to put too fine a point on it, I contend that this 

presumption again goes back to an engrained concern about the more sensual aspects 

of the film, i.e., that because they are non-rational and pleasurable, they are dangerous.  

They render the “bad medicine” of ideology more palatable.
9
   

By adopting the word “sensational,” I seek to indicate how contemporary fantastic film 

so frequently addresses itself to the embodied viewer, the audience member who not merely 

views but experiences the film.  Indeed, to reduce the filmic experience to “viewing” is render it 

into something meager and incomplete.  If we assume that experience consists of cognition, 

emotion, and sensation, it quickly becomes apparent that media studies in general, and genre 

studies in particular, have neglected extensive areas of “experience.”  I do not deny that films 

access our cognitive-rational faculties, but I choose to concentrate upon the realms of 

sensation, inclusive of emotion, for two reasons.  First, it seems clear that this is the area most 

neglected and, second, in the case of fantastic films, sensation is an evident and constitutive 

part of the film experience.
10

  

To be clear, this is not a quest for The One True Reading.  In fact, it is a plea against the 

very notion of readings, of films as “texts,” for to view them as such immediately defines them 

in terms that privilege the mind over and against the body.  Since a textual emphasis analogizes 

the film experience to an act of reading, it shackles considerations of “reader response” to a 

notional, sometimes metaphorical, visual activity.  A predilection towards a particular, reduced 

conception of the visual predominates in film studies, and even in more audience-oriented 
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fields of media and cultural studies.  This flattened visuality both creates and is created by a 

tenacious underlying motive deeply engrained in the academic enterprise:  to remain rational 

and objective, to be scientific.  As I discuss at greater length in Chapter Two, in modern, 

western thought, vision and objective knowledge are metaphoric and even literal analogues; in 

the testimony of poetry, philosophy, and common idiom, the eyes are the primary helpmates of 

the mind.  Put more analytically, both the epistemology of the modern subject and the 

concomitant structure of scientific perception are based upon a certain interpretation of the act 

of seeing; this ideology is generally traced back to late Renaissance and early Enlightenment 

thinkers, and particularly to René Descartes.  Although this modern reliance upon vision would 

seem to favor at least one form of bodily perception, it is a form of seeing that is myopic and far 

from sensual.  In this line of thought, the act of vision essentially forces out other organs and 

systems of perception.  Put another way, the “eyeballs” of established frameworks of film 

reception are disembodied organs enslaved by reason; the “viewing” subject is also 

disembodied.  Thus, while part of my purpose here will be to uncover and critique this 

unbalance of the senses, it will be simultaneously to restore vision to embodied perception.   

In order to accomplish a start towards this, I will be making an argument for 

phenomenology as a methodological framework and, further, a number of claims about how 

phenomenology could be applied to comprehend better sensational genres.  Most pertinently, 

the phenomenological tradition was founded on the critique of modern epistemology and 

ontology, as I shall explain further.  It bears observing that many versions of phenomenology 

exist, and many applications.  Not all of these are embodied, by any means; hence I will be at 

some pains here to explain the specific phenomenological precepts that I intend to adopt.  
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Shortly, I will introduce the thinking of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, along with several 

contemporary thinkers in media studies who have adopted his embodied phenomenology of 

perception to their own purposes.  I will expand upon this at greater length in Chapters Two 

and Three, in which I examine contemporary offerings from the phenomenological tradition 

and construct a methodological framework to take into subsequent chapters.  In the pages to 

follow, I will make clear, on the one hand, how the predominant methods of media studies are 

fundamentally disembodied and, on the other, how a method based on phenomenology is 

highly appropriate to engage with embodied audiences.   

My approach incorporates some description of films reminiscent of “textual” analysis, 

but I want to emphasize that I prefer not to view the films I reference as texts but as sites of 

engagement.  For the genres in question – fantastic genres – these sites, if you will, tend to be 

rife with moments that address themselves to embodied, sensory experience.  Such sensations 

do not exist aside or despite our cognitive-rational selves; nor are they purely divorced from our 

social-cultural embeddedness at the moment of experiencing the film.  That is to say, 

sensational films do not exist beyond or prior to interpretation, although some component of 

them could be called pre-reflective; for instance, the tendency to jump in response to the crash 

of a stinger in a horror film would seem to be involuntary and primarily a bodily response 

(Donnelly, Spectre).  It is not my intention to treat the genre film experience as beyond the 

framework of our more cerebral and culturally grounded processes.  It is my intention to bring 

the reality of bodies-experiencing-films into genre study and to explore what this might imply 

for a cluster of films that have been regarded as riddled with narrative and perceptual excess.  

In other words, I am interested in certain aspects of genre films that have tended to be 



 

12 

 

devalued, downplayed, or downright ignored within genre study, even as they have provided 

diverse pleasures for genre audiences.   

Put another way, I propose to transform the “excesses” of fantastic films into something 

essential to the genre.  Of what do these excesses consist?  In a formalist sense, excess can be 

equated with “style,” but as I have already indicated, I consider the underlying rationale for this 

characterization of excess to be how it addresses itself not just to our minds but to our ears and 

eyes and gut, reminding us of our embodied presence in the theatre.  Is it narratively necessary 

for FOTR to spend over an hour traversing the caves of Moria?  Not strictly speaking, but within 

that hour we experience the beauty of the dwarves’ underground city, a pitched battle with a 

cave troll, the dangers of crumbling stairs and structures, the profane power of the Balrog 

attacking at the Bridge of Khazad-dum, and the powerful sounds of a large orchestra with an 

all-male Maori chorus (in dwarvish).  Is the surging of trumpets and tympanis over the title 

credits for Star Wars narratively essential?  Perhaps not, strictly speaking.  Although non-

diegetic scores exist in a special place of expected, familiar added value, both inside and 

outside the story (Donnelly, Spectre), they can be considered a kind of narrative excess.  In the 

case of Star Wars and many other films, however, the presence of music is inseparable from 

the film experience.  In fact, I will argue that, for some viewers, in some contexts, the music is 

the experience. 

Certainly, this will not be the first attempt within the broader field of film and media 

studies to reconsider and redefine excess.   In her essay, “The Cinematic Concept of Excess,” 

Kristin Thompson cites the semiotic analyses of Stephen Heath and Roland Barthes as examples 

of critics wrestling with that excess,
11

 before proceeding with her own solutions.  She notices 
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how the material components of all films always exceed mere narrative functions, or as she 

puts it, excess can be defined as all that which is “counter unity” and “counternarrative” 

(“Excess” 133).  Every film can be considered and critiqued as a narrative unity and, yet, every 

film contains elements that are surplus to this unity.   

Probably no one ever watches only these nondiegetic aspects of the image 

through an entire film.  Nevertheless, they are constantly present, a whole “film” 

existing in some sense alongside the narrative film we tend to think of ourselves 

as watching (133).   

 

Thompson makes the point that the degree to which an individual viewer may notice this 

“other” film depends upon the training and commitments of the viewer.  For critics, such excess 

frequently becomes a problem.  From this critical perspective, excess can be that which the 

construction of the narrative has necessarily repressed.  In other cases,  excess simply eludes 

analysis, or if it is analyzed, the attempt can only lead to a regrettable subjectivism since there 

is no way to be objective about issues of style.  In response to this problematic, Thompson 

proposes a new course for accepting excess, on the grounds that this will enable critics to see 

films in a different, fresh, defamiliarized manner.  Her approach is essentially to undermine the 

strict division between unifying (narrativizing) elements and excess, pointing out that a director 

may make a thousand choices, each of which simultaneously contributes to narrative 

motivation and demonstrates an aesthetic preference; any given device, while sufficing to 

advance the story, may have an element that falls within the category of the excessive.  To be 

attentive to excess means to pay attention to its perceptual qualities, a project that is 

undoubtedly troubling for some:  “For some reason, the claim that a device has no function 

beyond offering itself for perceptual play is disturbing to many people” (Thompson, “Excess” 

133).   
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Like Thompson, I wish to undermine this division between the “unifying” and 

“disunifying” aspects of films.  Sensation is not just added value, devoid of communicative 

value.  It is not merely all that remains once our minds have extracted everything purposeful to 

the structure of the film.  It is understandable that scholars and critics are invested in the 

objective, rational features of films, but it is also unfortunate, for I believe that many of us are 

hiding parts of ourselves when we speak or write of our relationship to films and particularly to 

films that that we might consider “guilty pleasures.”  Even fans, presumably less inhibited than 

scholars in their reception practices, exhibit this need to rationalize their pleasure.  As a fan of 

fantastic film myself and, like many, a lifetime film-goer, I have spent more than a few minutes 

talking with other audience-members in a number of contexts.  While I have found that most 

everyone is willing and able to talk about the sensual qualities of a film, frequently this element 

is de-emphasized the moment we turn to describe that same film.  This is largely a matter of 

training, but it also an engrained fear of being judged as less than objective – overinvested, 

fannish, emotional, flaky, irrational, unreasonable, and just too darned excessive.  Even worse, 

to admit to valuing (as opposed to merely enjoying) certain films is to be tainted automatically 

with their excess. 

The problem lies not in our films (where we tend to put it) but in ourselves.  Our most 

culturally engrained epistemological framework assumes that sensual experience is 

unanalyzable; it is not to be broken down so much as it is to be opposed and countered by 

rational critique.  Yet this bifurcation of the rational and the non-rational, the meaningful and 

the meaningless, is drawn from a distorted model of human experience.  Some scholars within 

the world of film and media studies have written of the fear and suspicion of the body that is 
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built into our field (Shaviro; Sobchack, Carnal 53), manifesting in preoccupations with excess, 

illusion, and pleasure.  These critics are drawing from a much broader, often feminist, critique 

of western political-philosophical frameworks in which reason (or the mind) is not only viewed 

as separate from the body but relies upon a degradation of and ultimate phobia towards bodies 

in order to maintain that separation.  Moreover, this framework enforces a destructive regime 

of separative thinking in order to maintain its own, fragile boundaries (Grosz, Bodies).
12

   

A critique of this framework is more than relevant to a theory of audience reception, for 

the predominant theories of relationships between people and films are much infused by an 

ocularcentric model that views human experience through the lens of language and vision and 

ultimately defines narrative pleasure as an identification with an illusory unity.  This theoretical 

construction leaves spectatorship theory detached  from “real” experience.  This is, of course, a 

familiar critique of these theories; some media scholars reject such theories altogether on this 

basis, turning to the more materialist audience studies.  Others, like Judith Mayne, suggest that 

these theories can be held in an uneasy, “paradoxical” complementarity.  Yet the implicit 

theoretical commitments of spectatorship theory suggest that I cannot accept them as 

describing even a potential “viewing position,” for these theories are tangled with the 

overreliance on the metaphor of language and, moreover, a linguistic model based upon 

absence.  This is a model of experience that can only place sensation in the realm of “excess,” 

i.e., the “third meaning.”  Meanwhile, the viewing subject possesses a body, and this body 

enables us to “see” and “hear” and “feel” films; indeed, bodies are the precondition of our 

being capable of experiencing a film at all, including narrative pleasure.  I do not propose that 

we should discard all critiques of discursive power dynamics; however, I cannot abandon the 
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realness of our bodies as the locus of experience.  Theories are available that can remain critical 

of power-laden ideologies without abandoning the real.   

 

The Turn to Experience 

 

Above, I have repeatedly used the word “experience” in lieu of “viewing.”  With this 

word I intentionally reference phenomenology, a method that is often defined as the study of 

experience; in practice, of course, the matter is much more complicated, not to mention 

controversial.  As phenomenology has seen limited application in film scholarship and none 

thus far in genre study – at least, explicitly – it appears critical to provide a rationale and 

explanation of its methodological meaning.  This is largely the project of Chapter Two; however, 

at this point, I do wish to provide an explanation of my choice to pursue a phenomenological 

method for the purposes of this study.   

As a method of investigating experience, phenomenology has two major branches – 

transcendental and existential.  Transcendental phenomenology is associated with its major 

proponent, Edmund Husserl, and is criticized for its apparently subjective and even 

metaphysical quest for understanding of the world via personal methods of reflection and 

analysis.  Existential phenomenology, meanwhile, is more concerned with experience as 

grounded in material existence; the most noted practitioners of this latter form are Martin 

Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and Jean-Paul Sartre.  Philosophically-attuned readers will recognize 

that, in fact, Husserl was the originator of phenomenology as a movement, launching the 
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challenge to Cartesian epistemology with the cry, “To the things themselves!” (Merleau-Ponty, 

“What” 60).   

The common starting point of both branches is a challenge to the special epistemic 

status of positivist science; in fact, Husserl intended phenomenology to be a new, more 

complete science (Merleau-Ponty, Perception, vii).  Rather than allowing that the traditional 

scientific method has any unique claim on truth, phenomenology argues that science in fact 

creates an artificial and truncated form of knowledge (Merleau-Ponty, Perception ix).  

Phenomenology thus pursues a kind of holistic, radical empiricism based on a human subject’s 

most reliable and immediate source of knowing, i.e., experience.  Knowledge, then, is that 

which the self might apprehend in its experiential relationships to others; critical to all 

phenomenology is an acknowledgment of the intentional structure of consciousness and being, 

which is to say, that relationships define us.
13

   

Any phenomenological undertaking is indebted to Husserl for this foundational insight.  

However, I will be looking primarily to the more grounded (existential) philosophy of Merleau-

Ponty, who considered himself a successor to Husserl and Heidegger.  Merleau-Ponty’s ideas 

are essential to my project because of his emphasis on the embodied nature of perception, 

alongside an insistence on the interpenetration of subjects and culture, applying Husserl’s 

radical empiricism to the consideration of bodily perceptions.  In his 500-page opus 

Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty insists that conventional science must be 

recognized as restricted in terms of the understanding that it produces (Perception 12).  A more 

complete knowledge is available via perception and, moreover, a perception that is fully 

embodied. 
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As I proceed with this project, I trust it will become evident that, notwithstanding that 

phenomenology rarely has been explicitly applied in media studies, it has been constantly 

present nonetheless.  It is one of the insights of phenomenology, in fact, that phenomenology 

can be considered a natural or intuitive stance towards the world; it is a “style of thinking” 

(Merleau-Ponty, Perception viii) that seeks to describe fundamental forms of experience.  

Dudley Andrew once wrote a piece lamenting the “neglected” tradition of phenomenology in 

film theory (625), but inasmuch as “common sense” claims about how we experience media are 

found everywhere in media studies, I would say that phenomenology has been more 

submerged than drowned.   

Certain fields of inquiry are manifestly phenomenological, even if they are not named as 

such.  Sound studies, for example, has often been heavily indebted to phenomenology. Classical 

film theory has dabbled more than occasionally with it; consider, for example, André Bazin’s 

preoccupation with the existential status of motion pictures as opposed to photography, 

theater and the plastic arts (46).  His arguments for the relative merits of the long take and 

montage (54) are entirely based on phenomenological claims with respect to the structure of 

perception.  Christian Metz writes of “the phenomenology of narrative” (16-28), and it could be 

said that his project of describing film language is an attempt at a complete phenomenology of 

film as a signifying system (Staiger, Personal Discussion).  In his analysis of the apparatus, Jean-

Louis Baudry is clearly engaging in a phenomenological analysis, and he goes so far as to invoke 

Husserl in direct quotations (“Ideological” 44).
14

  On the side of cultural studies, descriptions of 

audience experiences based on ethnography or auto-ethnography are all-but-explicitly 

phenomenological, especially in their attentiveness to the relationships between and among 
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researchers and subjects.  Indeed, a history of scholarly engagement with audiences suggests a 

trend in the direction of more experientially oriented studies, in the gradual move away from 

the passive audiences of the “effects” paradigm towards investigation of audiences as “active” 

in the reception of texts. 
15

   

Within media studies, the most well-known practitioners of phenomenology are Allen 

Casebier, Sobchack, and Don Ihde.  Casebier is the author of Film and Phenomenology:  

Towards a Realist Theory of Cinematic Representation.  Sobchack has written two books [The 

Address of the Eye:  A Phenomenology of Film Experience (1991) and Carnal Thoughts:  

Embodiment and Moving Image Culture (2004)] critiquing established film theory and arguing 

for an alternative based upon existential phenomenology.  I am very much indebted to her for 

her efforts in breaking new ground in film theory; Address does important work towards 

summarizing and synthesizing phenomenology as a method, and in this regard I have found it 

invaluable.  Further, in her second book, she offers up a new constellation of phenomenological 

reflections, many of them concerning embodiment. Having said this, I have difficulties with a 

full application of her work.  The most pertinent of these is her continued deployment of the 

idea of film “viewing”; indeed, The Address of the Eye builds an entire theory of film reception 

around the activity and the metaphor of vision, which for me leaves out too much of perceptual 

relevance.  

Ihde has written and edited numerous books on the phenomenology of technology, not 

to mention his earlier tomes titled Listening and Voice:  A Phenomenology of Sound (1976) and 

Experimental Phenomenology:  An Introduction (1986), the latter being a highly lucid “how to” 

guide.  He is nothing if not a recognized authority in the field, and his work is consistently 
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engaged with the problem of making phenomenology practicable.  For the past decade or so, 

he has been developing a model of what he terms “postphenomenology,” another experiment 

in application.  He intends this term to indicate a new and improved kind of phenomenology, 

one that is essentially still phenomenology yet in a position to cast off some of 

phenomenology’s albatrosses.  He also intends for the term to reflect what he considers to be 

profound changes in technological mediation in our lifeworld of the twentieth century (Peking 

8), as I outline in Chapter Two.  Ihde has been the most helpful in teaching me how to make 

these leaps; hence he will be cited liberally in the pages to follow.  His numerous books and 

papers encompass his own efforts, over the course of a career, to forge a practicable 

phenomenological method.  Reading of his shift in thinking, from phenomenological to 

postphenomenological, has been an education for me. 

Further to the contributions of Sobchack and Ihde, some movement within film 

scholarship is looking to reconfigure the established frameworks of film reception, to reflect 

embodied experience; indeed, “the body” is now of great interest to film scholars, although this 

is no guarantee that the results will be truly embodied (Sobchack, “Grounds” 15).  It is far too 

easy to acknowledge the sensual and yet fall back upon familiar methods.  Notwithstanding 

such reservations, it is encouraging to see that a growing volume of work has taken seriously 

sensation and/or the body.  In addition to a smattering of recent essays, books have been 

published by Jennifer Barker (The Tactile Eye:  Touch and Cinematic Experience), Laura Marks 

(Touch:  Sensuous Theory and Multimedia, The Skin of the Film:  Intercultural Cinema and the 

Senses), and Martine Beugnet (The Cinema of Sensation:  French Film and the Art of 

Transgression).  Each of these writers in her own way is working to formulate a new framework 
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for film reception and, not coincidentally, these writers tend also to work with new frameworks 

suggested by phenomenology.  However, I have found to my disappointment that none of 

these writers is interested in genre; even where they analyze films that could be described in 

terms of genre, the films are treated through the lens of art cinema, national cinema, or 

experimental cinema.  For example, Beugnet deals with a number of recent French films that 

have been criticized for their violence and gore, films which sound a lot like horror or action-

suspense, yet she seems concerned to move them out of the category of cheap genre film and 

into the category of art.  In an essay, “Out of Sync, Out of Sight, Synaesthesia and Film 

Spectacle,” Barker forges an explicit connection among spectacle, excess, and synaesthesia.  

“Cinematic spectacle,” she notes, “seems to appeal to all the senses at once” (237).  Her 

suggestion is that the senses are “permeable envelopes, folding onto and into one another and 

marking the negligible space between the inside and outside of bodies and objects.  They are 

conduits more than containers.”  Yet her example of film spectacle – inexplicably, in my opinion 

– is Mulholland Drive (2001), and her method is primarily textual analysis, reading her theory of 

synaesthesia into a reading of the film’s spectacle, occasionally dipping into reception.  I would 

argue that such an approach, that essentially reads a film text as a narrative of the body, 

progresses only slightly towards an embodied media studies.
16

  This is only to note that, as yet, 

virtually no attempts have been made to treat genres via these new, phenomenologically based 

frameworks.  

 

 

 



 

22 

 

Approaching Phenomenology 

 

In his Experimental Phenomenology, Ihde remarks, “[t]he real lends itself to unending 

exploration; it is inexhaustible” (140).  This statement encompasses, in a way, the full import of 

phenomenology.  With “the real,” Ihde indicates the whole universe of material-hermeneutic 

relations that human beings inherit by virtue of breathing, a “lifeworld” comprising all possible 

phenomena as they appear to us as beings-in-the-world – in short, all that which 

phenomenology could or would study.  The statement also encompasses a phenomenologist’s 

humility and gratitude for the lifeworld, recognizing that I am irrevocably of it, entirely situated 

by and within it; moreover, it is this very belongingness that gives me the capacity, even the 

responsibility, to explore it.  The prospect of mastery, control, or complete knowledge of this 

worldly spectacle is not at all the goal, nor is it remotely attainable.  As Ihde suggests with his 

choice of words (i.e., “inexhaustible”), this impossibility of mastery is a reassuring limit upon my 

ambitions for knowledge.  While I may be tempted to strive for mastery, to believe I may have 

it at some point, I can take comfort in knowing that the world will always exceed my self-

obsessed grasp.   

Of phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty wrote of having the impression, “not so much of 

encountering a new philosophy as of recognizing what one had been waiting for” (Perception 

viii), and this, too, has been my experience – with some qualification.  Whereas Merleau-Ponty 

undoubtedly was speaking of his own encounter with the Husserlian and Heideggerian  

traditions of phenomenology (viii), it seems that it was Merleau-Ponty himself for whom I was 

waiting.  I first encountered his existential phenomenology and then subsequently found work 
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inspired by him that ranges from philosophy to cognitive psychology, from technoscience 

studies to film theory.  There is a contemporary and growing tradition of thought that is 

concerned with the real, in the sense that its objective is to understand and comment upon 

human experience.  In fact, some have argued (from within this tradition) that this is the 

original and true purpose of philosophy.  Although a  branch of philosophical discourse has long 

existed that ostensibly deals with the real under the aegis of “being,” a phenomenologist might 

say that at the root of ontology with its ancient preoccupations is simple human curiosity, a 

“quest for origins, and for our own origins” (Richir 60).  This being the case, philosophy should 

be concerned with very ordinary and commonplace issues that go to the question of human 

nature; thus the philosopher’s quest is one which ought to demand a kind of “concrete 

analysis” (Richir 60), notwithstanding its sometime insistence on being anything but.   

To put the task of philosophy thus represents a turn away from the tendency of the 

much of the philosophizing and theorizing of the past twenty to thirty years, in which questions 

of human origins and commonalities have been out of fashion (Shaviro 13-15).  The hot topics 

have fallen from another great branch of philosophy: epistemology.  While, nominally, 

epistemology is concerned with the basic question of how we know what we know, the 

preoccupations of the 1980s and 1990s would be more aptly characterized as “how do we think 

we know what we think we know.”  This has been manifested in an obsession with discourse 

and language (Belova 95; Ihde, Postphenomenology 4; Shaviro 15),
17

 which in turn informs a 

neglect of the concrete, the embodied (Richir 61).  Even the human body has been treated as 

discourse and thus in no real sense embodied (Lingis 159).  The obsession with textuality has 

certainly been evident in the discipline of media studies, be it in screen theory, apparatus 
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theory, spectator theory, or cultural studies.  Even where the object of study is the complex 

relations of human beings and their media, either as individuals or within communities, the 

hermeneutic lens of “text” predominates.  Quite often, human practices and expressions are 

read strictly as discourses.  In fact, warnings have been issued against any attempt to see 

beneath the semiotic clusters of textual interplay.
18

  But a small – growing, I believe – 

movement is pleading from various quarters within the humanities for a “return” to the 

concrete, couched alternatively as “affect,” “the body,” and “the ontological” (Hemmings 553; 

Sedgwick 17).  Some of those who are making this move do so under the umbrella of the 

phenomenological tradition.  Although it is only one of the possible means to do this, it offers 

some of the richest resources for such an undertaking.    

Turning to investigate the infinite richness and complexity of human experience as 

embodied in the real instills in me – mostly – a joyful curiosity.  However, she who chooses 

phenomenology – or, as I shall ultimately explain, postphenomenology – must become a strong 

methodological swimmer.  Much of the challenge emerges from the nature of phenomenology 

itself, as a philosophical school and as an alternative system of seeking to understand the world 

(for it is both).  Since it is, in its most basic sense, the study of experience and since experience 

is an always expanding continuity, phenomenology must make a method of being open.  While 

this methodological indeterminacy is phenomenology’s most refreshing quality and its greatest 

strength, it does leave me vulnerable in some ways.  Faced with the prospect of investigating 

“the things themselves,” I am immediately confronted with the question:  “And which things 

are those?”  It is easy to flounder; in fact, if I do not accept that floundering could be a typical 

part of the process, I might grow weary and turn back to more familiar, less “unfinished” 
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(Merleau-Ponty, Perception xxiii) models of investigation.  Surely nothing would be wrong with 

that – but it is phenomenology to which I have committed myself, with a curiosity about what 

will emerge at the other end of my study.  Indeed, once one realizes that “[w]ithout doing 

phenomenology, it is virtually impossible to understand phenomenology” (Ihde, Experimental 

14), there is no other option but to stay the course.  

Having made such a commitment, I have found myself struggling often with a sense of 

indeterminacy.  For instance, if phenomenology requires me to begin with openness and let my 

experience reveal some aspect of itself that seems to warrant further study, does this not mean 

that I should avoid beginning with my research question already selected (i.e., “How are 

sensational genres sensational?”).  Perhaps yes, in the purest phenomenological sense;  

however, scholars often do not have the luxury of waiting for a question to appear.  We have 

our disciplines; we have the necessity to commit to a topic in order to assemble the appropriate 

resources for it.  Certainly these considerations must weigh on most phenomenological 

experiments; other scholars must pursue their phenomenological methods with a topic or at 

least a field of inquiry already in mind.  Ultimately, I content myself with knowing that I began 

this project based upon curiosity about some “appearances” of a certain bunch of films, 

according to the way they presented themselves to my embodied self.   I am confident that, at 

the very least, this investigation began with phenomena from among my experiences.   

So it seems that there are, on one hand, the premises of the ideal phenomenology and, 

on the other, the practice of phenomenology, and despite its compromises, the practice is more 

than sufficiently challenging.  At the very outset of my quest to understand the fundamentals of 

phenomenological method so that I could conduct my experiment pertaining to sensational 
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genres, I was wracked with questions whose answers I knew would affect profoundly the 

manner in which the experiment unfolded.  Sensational genres, yes – but what were the 

particular phenomena I would be experimenting with?  Was it a film?  A group of films?  A 

“genre?”  A type of perceptual experience?  A group of similar experiences? If so, which ones?  

How would I know which was the right one and – here was the real rub – how could I 

determine a best path for this investigation before I had completed investigating it, as seemed 

to be required of me? 

Aside from this perhaps overly abstract problematic is this more practical one:  the 

phenomenological texts tend to be a little vague on the question of application.  Much of the 

writings of Husserl, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty are concerned with strengthening the roots 

of  their phenomenology, either outlining a critique of existing philosophies or engaging with 

critical questions regarding how humans perceive, know, and are.  These questions are 

undoubtedly vital, but they do still leave one rather in the dark about how to use 

phenomenology to investigate phenomena, as it was (apparently) intended to do.  Of the three 

aforementioned philosophers, Husserl was the most explicit about method, but his process, 

called the “phenomenological reduction,” is elaborate and theoretical and rarely applied in its 

entirety.
19

  Merleau-Ponty was more concrete in practice but ambiguous about the process he 

followed.  It is difficult to grasp how it might be applied in an existential phenomenological 

investigation of fantastic cinema.   

In general, those who attempt seriously to “do” phenomenology must in a sense invent 

their own method, synthesizing the steps of the reduction into a usable format.  Without 

attentiveness to phenomenology as procedure a risk arises, that it will become just another 
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kind of thick description, a slogan for the use of the research subjects’ experiences (Noë, “Pure” 

233).  In fact, some of those who critique phenomenology do so based on this 

misunderstanding, believing it to be only a method of collecting introspective or subjective 

data.  For phenomenologists, however, to do phenomenology means more than simply 

accepting subjective information at face value, or treating it as a collection of fiction with 

potential relevance for a study; it has to do with taking account of experience placed within an 

intersubjective context.  However I ultimately apply phenomenological method, it must be a 

process that remains true to certain ontological (and, by implication, epistemological) 

commitments.  For me, this means:  a consistent attention to our manner of being-in-the-world 

as a relational, material and embodied state of existence; a commitment to embodied 

perception as our foremost means of communication and our means of being; and, finally, 

attention to our social-cultural embeddedness, which includes attention to social-technological 

praxis.  Accordingly, one of the critical steps in what follows here will be to demonstrate how 

embodied perception could function as the basis of human selfhood
20

 as envisioned by 

Merleau-Ponty.  To this end, I will lay out in Chapter Two some of the essential points of 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception.  I also note that this model of self finds a 

counterpoint in feminist theory, which I invoke in part to add support for Merleau-Ponty; 

simultaneously the feminist perspective offers a critical framework to remind myself of some of 

the risks of engaging in humanistic study.   

To build an even stronger case for embodiment, I turn to more conventionally scientific 

sorts of proof in the form of a burgeoning sub-field of cognitive studies known broadly as the 

“embodied cognition” or “enactive” approach (Gallagher, Body 1).
21

  Recently, interest has 
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exploded in cognitive psychology, in which functions of the human organism are viewed as 

explainable via a model defined by knowledge-based rules, systems, and symbols.  Cognitive 

psychology is supported by neuro-anatomy, which has established methods of “looking into” 

the brain while activities are performed.  Collectively, these technologies have generated a 

rough map of the brain with its various cortexes and their suggested functions.  They can show 

what parts of the brain are active when we sleep, argue, listen to music, and so on.  The 

embodied cognition perspective, inferred in part from this research, demonstrates how the 

capacity for bodily motion and relationships in human organisms are the basis of what has 

traditionally been called “mind” or “consciousness.”  Notably, many of their insights have been 

derived by combining scientific research with phenomenological analysis of perception.  

Additionally, the purveyors of the embodied cognition framework critique vigorously the 

Cartesian basis of cognitive interpretations of human perception at large (and, more generally, 

psychology).  They maintain that cognitive studies as classically conceived is mechanistic, 

reflecting its grounding in the Cartesian definitions of science and knowledge, reducing the 

complex flow of perceptual experience to an overly simplistic tale of stimulus and response 

even as it purports to be more attentive to emotional processes.   

Although not uncontested within the discipline of psychology, the embodied cognition 

perspective offers a substantive body of data that support the interrelatedness of thought, 

emotion and perception.  In fact, “there is growing consensus across a variety of disciplines that 

this basic fact [the importance of embodiment for understanding cognition] is inescapable” 

(Gallagher, Body 1).  These scientists are performing phenomenology in its best and original 

sense, as an undertaking that crosses seemingly impermeable boundaries between the sciences 
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and humanities.  They observe often that their work is consistent with the phenomenology of 

Merleau-Ponty, who referenced neuroscientific and behavioral studies in sketching his 

perception-based, intersubjective model of self.  I might add that these scholars are part of 

what Torben Grodal has referred to an emerging “third culture” (4), a group of 

interdisciplinarians who refuse to be restricted in their scholarship by the seeming abyss 

between the so-called “hard” sciences and the humanities.  For my purposes, this work on 

embodied cognition demonstrates how it is possible to argue for the interrelatedness of all 

things as essential to being as humans without being laughed out of the academy or relegated 

to the new age section of the bookstore.  The embodied cognition approach is lending some 

concreteness to what could otherwise sound merely metaphoric or utopian. 

Again, it is also a critique of the disembodiment of the broader field of cognitive studies, 

which is rather excessively (not surprisingly) cognitive.  Thus any model of media reception 

based upon cognitive studies is not likely to address film experience in terms of embodiment; 

an approach that considers emotions as though they originate wholly in the brain is no more 

embodied than those that ignore emotion altogether.  This is why I am both encouraged and 

discouraged by the recent “affective turn” in cultural studies.  The interest in affect is, first, an 

attempt to address the fact that “within cultural studies, there has been little detailed 

investigation of emotions as part of everyday personal, cultural and political life” (Harding and 

Pribram 864).  To be sure, promise exists in certain works within cultural studies; Jennifer 

Harding and E. Deirdre Pribram propose that Raymond Williams’s “structures of feeling” and 

Lawrence Grossberg’s “economy of affect” are two frameworks that could be useful in 

analyzing affect.  However, I find that such proposals are an example of how the turn to 
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emotion frequently treats emotion as a given, or at best an operation of the mind.  Work that 

notices and observes emotions and does not see them as a problem to be explained has value; 

however, the project of mapping emotions is to me unsatisfying.  My goal is to do justice to the 

depth and complexity of human responses to media without “explaining away” those 

responses.  Notwithstanding that it may be presumed that emotions depend upon an 

embodied subject, the discussion of emotions does not thereby automatically imply an 

appreciation of embodiedness.  Moreover, those theories that purport to accept emotions 

remain hampered by textual-visual frameworks that privilege the functions of the mind in 

detachment from the body.  This is true even in fandom studies, which arguably have gone 

further than any sub-field towards the acceptance of complex and intense human emotion.  

A second reason for this new attention to the affective is a reaction (or perhaps 

backlash?) to the perceived hegemony of constructivist approaches, or more specifically, 

semiotic and deconstructionist approaches.  Writing from this perspective, advocates of affect 

have a tendency to speak of embodiment almost in the same breath as they speak of emotion, 

as Claire Hemmings implies here:  “affect theorists build on the important work within feminist 

theory and sociology on the pitfalls of writing the body out of theory” (550).  In her essay 

(which is highly critical of the turn to affect and embodiment), Hemmings cites Brian Massumi 

and Eve Sokofsky Sedgwick as two exemplars of this new movement.  Hemmings states the 

rationales for their arguments as follows: 

Firstly, post deconstruction we doubt the capacity of constructivist models of the 

subject to account fully for our place in the world as individuals or groups. . . 

Theorists of affect argue that constructivist models leave out the residue or 

excess that is not socially produced and that constitutes the very fabric of our 

being. . . Secondly, post deconstruction we doubt the capacity of both 
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quantitative empirical approaches and textual analysis to account for the fullest 

resonance of the social world we wish to understand (550). 

 

Once again, I must defer a deeper development and discussion of these arguments to Chapter 

Two.  For now, I want to emphasize, with Hemmings, that theorists such as Sedgwick and 

Massumi are arguing for the importance of affect and/or the body not just to relieve a gap in 

the existing theory but because they are convinced that the occlusion of the body in cultural 

theory will inhibit ultimately the ability of theorists, students, and teachers to contribute to any 

real political or social change.  It must be noted that Hemmings is highly skeptical that the 

affective turn can satisfy these criteria; one of her frustrations is that she sees affect celebrated 

but “rarely fully explained as either a critical tool or object” (551).  I would agree with her in 

part; where affect is not explained or adequately theorized, it may offer little for a critical 

practice.  I hope that in Chapter Two I can move at least some part of the way towards meeting 

this concern. 

The establishment of a materially-grounded, intersubjective, embodied framework must 

be the first and the last step in applying phenomenology.  In between, however, I must address 

the thorny issue of the “how tos.”  We cannot have phenomenology without an appropriately 

phenomenological method that takes the researcher through a process.  This process, very 

generally, consists of three steps:  description, reduction (which incorporates variational play), 

and interpretation (Sobchack 43-46).  In Chapter Three, I shall elaborate upon each of these 

parts of the process and relate it to my own project.  In this, I will be relying extensively on a 

version of phenomenology developed by Ihde, termed by him “postphenomenology” (another 

candidate for the “third culture,” I would argue); this will be supplemented by Sobchack’s 

synthesis of phenomenological method based on Merleau-Ponty.  Thus in applying a 
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phenomenological method to the media reception context, I am not flying entirely blind, yet I 

find that Ihde and Sobchack can only help so much.  Because their specific topics are not my 

topics, I have had to study their methods and imagine a way to make them work by analogy – 

or by trial and error – to the study of genres.   

  A final area of difficulty in choosing to deploy a phenomenological approach, again 

having much to do with the nature of phenomenology as philosophy and method, is the 

tendency of phenomenology to appear at times overly complex with its jargon and its quasi-

mystical intonations, and yet, at times, overly simplistic.  This is because, as I have already 

intimated, phenomenology crosses boundaries between seemingly disparate frameworks of 

enquiry.  It attempts to deconstruct the theoretical silos that, for us as scholars, structure our 

research context, controlling which questions we ask and the types of answers we give.  For 

instance, the method I am working towards will break across the apparent dichotomies of 

fiction/non-fiction, science/art, objective/subjective, reason/insight, thought/feeling, 

empirical/non-empirical, and social construction/human nature.  These  categories that seem 

so commonsensical in their apartness from each other are intended to be transgressed in 

phenomenology. As a result, many of the inferences that may be made from within a 

phenomenological perspective must be carefully explicated, not just because the outcomes 

violate boundaries, but because when stated they can seem both mundane and 

counterintuitive.  I might argue that this is a result of their being too revolutionary, that the 

inability of familiar categories to absorb their meanings tends to render them into things that 

sound trite and obvious, but this argument is not necessarily persuasive.  They could, after all, 

be trite and obvious.  So I must take care to show, on the one hand, how phenomenology can 
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be ordinarily comprehensible and based in empiricism in the broadest sense of the word, and 

on the other, how it is methodologically unique.  I must show clearly what it argues against, 

how it provides a viable alternative, and how that alternative is actually useful.  Thus, even 

though my encounter with phenomenology has been, again, like coming into contact “with that 

which one has been waiting for,” my goal in the following pages must be to take that 

galvanizing encounter and lay it out like (or as near as possible to) a mathematical proof.   

Accordingly, my aim in this dissertation is not just to explicate phenomenology but to 

make it believable and supportable and, above all, to demonstrate that it is commensurate with 

a  practical, culturally-sensitive, and materially-based media studies.  This is even more 

necessary because phenomenology has a history within philosophy and within film studies; the 

specifics of this history have much to do with the vicissitudes of what is called “continental” 

philosophy in postwar America (Ihde, Consequences 1).  While an initial wave of 

phenomenologists made homes in North American universities (Consequences 6; Spiegelberg 

283), it is generally considered that “analytical” philosophies (such as positivism) have held 

sway in American philosophy departments (Consequences 6), particularly in the period 

encompassing the 1930s through 1950s (Ihde, Peking 7).  Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, 

positivism began to be chipped away by the influential thought of Thomas Kuhn, who 

controversially introduced the concepts of change, revolution, and history to scientific theory 

(Consequences 7).  By the 1980s, anti-positivist and feminist approaches too began to make 

headway in the academy.  Concomitantly, certain French, anti-positivist philosophers became 

extremely popular and deeply entrenched in some disciplines within the humanities (Peking 8): 

first, structuralists such as Claude Lévi-Strauss and, later, poststructuralists Jacques Lacan, 
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Michel Foucault, and Jacques Derrida.  These trends are associated, for some, with the rise  of 

“social constructivism” (Ihde, Peking 7).  More specifically, and more pertinently to media and 

feminist studies, these trends have been manifested in the predominance of linguistic/semiotic 

analysis.  As Elizabeth Grosz puts it:  “With the onslaught of antihumanism, Marxism, and 

poststructuralism in the late 1970s and 1980s, experience then tended to become something of 

a dirty word” (“Flesh” 148).  Although also “continental” in origin, these traditions were hostile 

to the objectives of phenomenology. As they make explicit in their writings and interviews, 

Foucault and Derrida were anxious to distinguish themselves from phenomenology, at least as 

they conceived of it (Postphenomenology 4).
22

  Not exclusive to these thinkers but advanced 

strongly by them were certain critiques and accusations of phenomenology:  mainly, that it is 

non-empirical and based upon a politically discredited notion of fixed, self-identical (centered) 

subjectivity (Experimental 21; Peking 10; Postphenomenology 4).  The validity of these 

complaints is questionable, certainly as they pertain to existential phenomenology in general 

and Merleau-Ponty in specific.  However, it can be acknowledged that some of the 

poststructuralist critiques of phenomenology can be sound, inasmuch as they relate to some 

applications.  For those who are skeptical or even just neutral, phenomenology can look, upon 

first encounter, rather like an opportunity for a scholar to withdraw from serious empirical 

inquiry and wallow in poetic prose, ignoring discursive power relations.  My goal, and my 

challenge, therefore, is to counter these assumptions while offering, in turn, a critique of media 

theory that connects logically to the alternatives I will be proposing.   

In the chapters to follow, I resume this task, beginning with a critique of what I call the 

ocularcentric subject.  This comprises a significant portion of Chapter Two, in which I begin by 
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outlining what I refer to as the Cartesian model of perception, leading into the 

phenomenological critique of the modern subject as represented by the work of Descartes.  

With phenomenologists like Ihde and Sobchack, I argue that the classical philosophical model of 

subject/object relations gives rise to a model of perception that, in turn, implies 

disembodiedness, along with hostility to perceptual experience.  I then explore how this model 

of perception is inherent in key theoretical resources within media studies.  From here, I begin 

to introduce an alternative model through the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty, enhanced by 

the abovementioned embodied cognition perspective.  Ultimately, I propose that any 

philosophical model based in subject/object relations has a disembodying effect on the analysis 

of perceptual experience, finding support not only in Merleau-Ponty’s late work but also certain 

feminist theories.  Finally, I begin to suggest some of the possible conditions of an alternative 

view of media reception by exploring some phenomenological analyses of human technologies. 

In Chapter Three, I move from the discussion of the appropriate model of perception 

into more explicit questions regarding the application of phenomenology, or as I explain, 

postphenomenology.  I propose a phenomenological method for exploring my sensational 

genres based on the three major steps of performing a phenomenological reduction:  

description, reduction/variation, and interpretation; for each, I outline the rationales and the 

challenges to execution in the context of fantastic film genres.
23

  It is the objective of making a 

postphenomenological method understandable in application that takes me to Chapters Four, 

Five and Six.  Each of these focuses on a particular aspect of fantastic film experience that I 

would like to explore:  pleasurable spectacle, unpleasurable spectacle, and music.  As I proceed 
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through each chapter, I continue to regard each as a case study in understanding 

phenomenology as a practical method. 

 

 

 

 

Endnotes 

                                                
1
 Genre scholars tend to vary in their characterization of science fiction:  J.P. Telotte has 

linked different types of sci-fi to Tvetan Todorov’s three categories of the fantastic and 

also written of a preoccupation with artificial persons that reveals an underlying 

concern about the nature of humanity in relation to technology.  Sobchack has charted 

the place of sci-fi in relation to cultural beliefs about magic, science, and religion, as well 

as postmodernity.  Thomas Schatz has suggested that science fiction at its most basic 

level is about the struggle over territory.  A survey of popular writings, blogs and other 

commentaries will no doubt reveal a wide variety of statements on the “essence” of sci-

fi, ranging from “the encounter with the alien/unknown” to “fear of technology” and 

“exploration of the future.”  I am not going to make my own statement on this point 

since it is not necessary to my project, and I do not believe that any genre can be boiled 

down to a single theme or purpose.  Moreover, genres are far from being watertight 

compartments.  I prefer not to be embroiled in this debate.  Clearly, a number of 

themes are familiar to those who partake of sci-fi.  The same is true of horror and 

fantasy; in each case, there are a variety of scholarly and popular opinions as to “what 

they are.”  I will be using all three of these genre labels but I consider them practical 

descriptors.  In referring to a film as “horror” or “fantasy,” I am stating:  “This seems to 

be how the majority of people refer to it.” 

  
2
 Although not the first film to use the Dolby sound system, Star Wars is often credited 

with being the impetus to the standardized used of Dolby stereo in theatres, although 

the further financial successes of Dolby films Close Encounters of the Third Kind and 

Superman contributed to the theater owners’ acceptance and conversion (Shreger 352; 

Whittington 28, 118).  Of course, Lucas also owns the THX sound standard, which carries 

the connotation of the highest sound quality for theater and home spaces. 

 
3
 For a particularly celebratory fan reaction, see Harry Knowles’s review at Ain’t-it-Cool-

News.  Ebert offers a more sober, but still mostly positive review, as does Todd 

McCarthy in Variety.  
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4
 I have personally participated in conversations with fellow fans in which some 

expressed the idea that  the character of Yoda was betrayed by the transition from a 

1980s puppet to a post-millennial CGI artifact, not to mention the atrocity of Lucas’s 

decision to enhance the original films (Episodes IV, V, VI) with digital effects – and then 

to exercise the privilege of authorship to the extent of declaring the enhanced versions 

definitive! 

 
5
 According to John Knoll (Visual Effects Supervisor) in the DVD commentary for Revenge 

of the Sith, this is not the case.  He states that “it is a common misconception” that 

everything is shot with green screen, that they actually built 72 different sets for the 

film.  The other commentators [Rick McCallum (Producer), Roger Guyett (Visual Effects 

Supervisor), Rob Coleman (Animation Supervisor)] confirm the use of more methods 

such as digital matte paintings, make-up effects, models and miniatures, in combination 

with the continually improving photorealism of CGI. 

 
6
 Genre scholars have been aware for some time that women attend and enjoy horror 

films and, moreover, that women have always attended and enjoyed horror films 

(Cherry; Clover; Pinedo). 

 
7
 In Appendix One, l present a survey of genre scholarship relating to fantastic film that 

substantiates the claims and critique I suggest here.  In the appendix, I do highlight the 

previous efforts within genre studies to embrace the sensual, at least to some extent.  

More often, however, the problem of “too much,” or excess, is the very problem that 

much of genre study has sought to address. 

 
8
 I will refer to films under the headings of “science fiction,” “horror” and “fantasy,” but 

for ease of reference in this project, I will group them together under the heading of 

“fantastic films.”  I have chosen this very loose designation purposefully, wanting to 

avoid any preoccupation with separating and categorizing types according to story 

formulas, narrative themes, iconographies, or even the invocation of specific affects.  

For the purposes of this research, I am interested in films that invoke alternative or 

fantastic realities to a wide range of narrative results.   

 
9
 I acknowledge that the functions of power through representation in cinema must 

remain a part of genre criticism; however, for the purposes of my project here, I will 

place issues of representation in temporary abeyance.  My suspicion would be that, 

where the place of the body in genre experience is fully restored or at least less 

neglected, some of the questions raised by representation will look different than they 

have.  Some may even become redundant, at least as they have traditionally been 

constructed, because they have been so much derived from a denigration or neglect of 

human embodiment. 
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  I do not rule out the possibility of other genres being sensational, but I will be honest 

and admit that I think something is uniquely sensational about fantastic films.  Because 

their stories are so extreme, because they speculate and invent and enthrall, because 

they enable flights of visual and aural imagination like none other, I do think that they 

enable a thickness of embodied sensation.  The only genre that comes close would be 

action, and perhaps it could be argued that action is itself a kind of fantastic storytelling, 

so improbably and spectacular are its kinetic confections.  At the same time, I do not 

mean to suggest that “sensational” responses are experienced exclusively through the 

lens of genre, nor that these types of films can be defined exclusively in terms of an 

embodied response.  I do believe that in the context of fantastic film, this response is 

significant and heretofore relatively neglected.  These attempts to wrestle with excess 

need not be exclusive to science-fiction, fantasy, and horror by any means; my decision 

to list them as sensational genres and to confine my research to these three is not 

meant to imply that the list is definitive, or closed.  It is primarily a strategy to limit the 

scope of this inquiry to something manageable. Musicals are a special case in their own 

right, taking as their very raison d’être the inclusion of sensory experience through 

music and dance.  As for those very American genres film noir and the western, I can 

only put these to one side.  I will admit that every time I think about the western, it 

troubles all my claims for the harmlessness of genre.  This is a judgment of my own that, 

for personal and nationalistic reasons, I find hard to abandon.   

 
11

  Barthes’s notion of “the Third Meaning” is particularly interesting in this regard.  It is 

an acknowledgment that a part of the film escapes the more analyzable semiotic 

structures, the inevitably non-analyzable.  I would cite Barthes’s model as an example of 

how structuralist and poststructuralist film theories, which conflate the filmic apparatus 

with linguistic models, are unable to deal with bodily sensation or even affect except as 

that which is “uncontained” and “irrational.” 

 
12

  No doubt the book that has had the greatest impact on my intellectual and personal 

development is Catherine Keller’s From a Broken Web:  Separation, Sexism and Self.  

Because Keller is a theologian, her work is little known in media studies circles, but it has 

been cited in a range of disciplines from political and feminist theory, to feminist 

theology, to business studies (in relation to ethics).  Delving deeply into western 

philosophy and theory, Keller demonstrates how they are based upon the concept of 

“the separative self.”  Much like the modern, centered subject that has been so deeply 

critiqued by feminist and postmodern thought, the separative self is not the truth of 

what we are, but an illusory self-concept that does terrible damage.  Even so, it can 

never destroy our true selves which are more accurately described as “the self-in-

relation.”  Referring to history, poetry, myth, and theory, Keller demonstrates how the 

self-in-relation, although constantly suppressed, is constantly present in western 

consciousness.  She also argues for an ontology of relational selfhood based on process 

philosophy, persistently and patiently arguing that it is possible to have a model of the 

subject that is both unbounded and discrete.  This was my first acquaintance with the 
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idea that there are different models of “human being,” and moreover, that an 

alternative ontology (not that I understood that word at the time) based on the reality 

of relational existence could be practicable.  It was as though a truth I had always known 

was revealed to me.   

 
13

 In Chapter Two, I will explain in much greater detail the meaning of these statements. 

 
14

 I have much more to say about Baudry in Chapter Two, as I engage with the 

predominant understanding of perception within a media context. 

 
15

 Arguably, reception studies have developed as an elaborate response to the critical 

Marxist point of view most notably expressed by Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno 

in their foundational piece, “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception.”  

That is, every theory of media must in some way speak to the analysis of ideological 

power so brilliantly described in Horkheimer and Adorno’s polemic; every scholar who 

wishes to claim that the enjoyment of film (or other media) is more than a complacent 

ingestion of ideological pap must in some way address the charges of the Frankfurt 

School that all media products are essentially similar, a mass-produced happy-pill that 

narcoticizes audiences and simultaneously conditions them to want more of the same.  

Both logically and politically, any attempt to claim individual choice or legitimate 

pleasure in the consumption of the products of the “culture industry” must be dismissed 

as further evidence of this pervasive false consciousness.   Stuart Hall’s essay 

“Encoding/Decoding” was an important crack in the “culture industry” monolith.  That 

is, the work of the Birmingham School, and subsequently of American cultural studies, is 

perhaps an elaborate argument that limited choice is possible (although not guaranteed 

by any means) and, further, that the pleasures of the masses may even contain the hope 

of redemption – the possibility of resistance to the blandishments of late capitalism. 

 
16

 I would reference also an appealing essay by Amelie Hastie, “Eating in the Dark:  A 

Theoretical Concession” that takes a serious stab at a phenomenological experience of 

eating at the movies.  This is far from tangential to my subject, as she observes that the 

practice of eating at the movies tends to be ignored due to our “natural focus on the 

visual” (286).  She also observes how the eating locates our bodies in the cinema (286), 

which is just another way in which certain kinds of analyses of film experience do not 

heed our embodiedness.  Her essay is, to me, a model of phenomenological description.  

She mixes institutional and personal history and considers other theoretical discussions 

of eating in the cinema in terms of a shift from screen theory to reception.  However, 

she does not directly address what is, for me, the fundamental issue with respect to 

“sensational” or perceptually engrossing films.   

 
17

 Ihde notes that he found many graduate students in the 1980s and beyond drawn to 

the richness of phenomenology, a richness “which seemed restrained and restricted 

within the boundaries of linguistic-centered philosophies” (“Postphenomenological” 3).  
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Sedgwick makes similar observations with regard to her own students in her essay 

“Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, You’re So Paranoid, You Probably Think 

This Introduction is About You.” 

 
18

 In Chapter Two, I explain in greater depth my reasoning and evidence supporting this 

argument.  I merely wish to note, at this point, that there is support for my claims about 

the predominance of textuality. 

 
19

 Sobchack outlines Husserl’s phenomenological reduction which, briefly, consists of 

three stages:  the phenomenological epoché, the eidetic reduction, and the 

transcendental reduction (Address 36-37). 

 
20

 For reasons that will become clear, I wish to avoid using the term “subject” despite its 

deep groundedness in the language of philosophy.  In its place I prefer human self or 

human being. 

 
21

 Perhaps the most well known application of cognitive studies within film theory is 

David Bordwell’s Narration in the Fiction Film, in which he proposes that viewers make 

sense of narratives through the application of several types of schemata (i.e., prototype, 

template, procedural, stylistic)(34-37).  This model has some explanatory truth to it, yet 

the emotions are conspicuously absent, as Bordwell himself acknowledges (30). 

 
22

 At times, these critiques of phenomenology targeted Merleau-Ponty as one of the 

movement’s foremost representatives.  His defenders have had to respond to charges 

that his philosophy was a philosophy of consciousness in a traditional, idealist sense.  In 

fact, like Derrida and Foucault, he was very much a critic of the “centered” bourgeois 

subject, but with some critical differences (Crossley 399).   

 
23

 I agree with Jason Mittell and Matt Hills that genre is a cultural phenomenon that 

crisscrosses many media and non-media domains.  That is, the ordinary experience of 

genre encompasses films, television, books, and other modes such as blogs, on-line 

communities, listening spaces, conversations, fan productions – in short, genres are 

cultural phenomena that are lived existentially, multimodally, socially, culturally, and 

yes, in some cases, sensationally.  However, in order to make this project manageable, I 

have had to restrict the scope of my investigation here to films, and moreover, to a 

presumption of films experienced more or less in a cinematic context.  There are many 

other ways to experience films, and many other ways to experience genre.   
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Chapter II.  Seeking Embodiment:   

Taking On the Ocularcentric Model of Perception 
  

There  is no way of living with others which takes away the burden of 

being myself, which allows me to not have an opinion; there is no “inner” 

life that is not a first attempt to relate to another person.  In this 

ambiguous position, which has been forced on us because we have a 

body and a history (both personally and collectively), we can never know 

complete rest.  We are continually obliged to work on our differences, to 

explain things we have said that have not been properly understood, to 

reveal what is hidden within us and to perceive other people.  Reason 

does not lie behind us, nor is that where the meeting of minds takes 

place:  rather both stand before us waiting to be inherited. Yet we are no 

more able to reach them definitively than we are to give up on them.  

  

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The World of Perception 67. 

 

 

 

Materially embodied, particularly situated, and informed by an intending 

consciousness that has its own “projects” in the world, I am never so 

vacuous as to be completely “in-formed” by even the most insinuating or 

overwhelming film. 

 Vivian Sobchack, Address of the Eye 24. 

 

The metaphor that has guided thought about vision is that of depiction, 

projection, and the camera obscura.  I reject this metaphor.  We do not 

see the world insofar as it projects to a point.  

 

Alva Noë, “Conscious Reference” 470. 
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One of the necessary steps in setting out my method must be to establish the 

lived body as the basis of experience; in order to arrive at this argument, however, I 

must first outline and critique the dominant ontological narrative within media studies.  

The prevailing model is based upon the modern
1
 philosophy of the centered subject 

(also referred to as philosophy of consciousness or philosophy of mind) which is still 

sturdy despite having taken numerous beatings from feminists, poststructuralists, and 

postmodernists over the last thirty years.  This modern subject is founded upon a 

certain paradigm of human perception; both of which are derived substantially from the 

writings of René Descartes.  In the Cartesian legacy, the body is either a source of 

suspicion or it is ignored, a situation which I identified in my previous chapter as a 

critical stumbling block to generating an embodied understanding of media reception.  

Not coincidentally, Descartes is also considered instrumental in having legitimized the 

modern scientific method (Belova 95; Jay 69). 

For ease of reference, I shall call this obfuscating narrative of human perception 

the “ocularcentric narrative” and the ideal of selfhood that results from it the 

“ocularcentric subject.”
 2

  There has been no shortage of discussion about the 

ocularcentrism of Western visual culture not least because the ocularcentric model has 

installed itself as a fundamental component of modern western theory and philosophy, 

contributing to what have become common sense propositions regarding perception, 

experience, and selfhood.  It is thus to be expected that it will be profoundly influential 

to basic questions of media reception.  Martin Jay, in his tour de force With Downcast 

Eyes:  The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought, traces the 
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dominance of vision as human cultural tradition from the Greeks, through Descartes, 

and into the present.  He executes an analysis of the changing discourses of vision and 

visuality that places the intensification of the ocularcentric model more or less in the 

eighteenth century (35) during the so-called Enlightenment.
3
  The ocularcentric subject, 

as analyzed here by Jay, Olga Belova, Don Ihde and Kelly Oliver, gives rise to a narrative 

of perception that interpenetrates and structures paradigms of mind, subjectivity, and 

epistemology.  

In a section of With Downcast Eyes that purports to account for the domination 

of human vision vis à vis the other senses, Jay begins with a phenomenological claim in 

which vision is assumed to be separate  from and unique among the other senses (24).  

Because sight is less temporal, it provides an impression of continuity in the objects it 

surveys, elevating “static Being over dynamic becoming, fixed essences over ephemeral 

appearances” (Jay 24).  Critics have noted that this fixity of the object equates also with 

an “immobile” gaze (Belova 95).  Merleau-Ponty deepens the critique with his notion of 

a “constancy response” (Perception 8), elaborating upon the wider implications of this 

narrative of vision for a theory of scientific method, particularly in psychology.  The 

constancy response incorporates a presumption that the object is always “there” to be 

perceived, that it remains unified and constant, and that it always gives up the same 

volume and energy of perceptual data.  It is presumed that a certain stimulus always 

corresponds to a certain unit of perception, and also, that there is a certain similarity in 

kind between stimulae and perception, i.e., visual stimulae are made for the eye, aural 

stimulae for the ear, and so on, each in its separate sphere, each “analytically 
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separable” (Ihde and Selinger 368).  This means also that “the same stimuli always 

produce the same sensation” (368).  Moreover, the eye does its work without 

involvement from the “host” body, as “the normal act of perception consists of subjects 

blindly registering sensations without these subjects taking an active role in how these 

sensations are organized” (369).   To sum up, something about vision lends itself to a 

perception of unity in what is seen, but this experience has been reified and analogized 

within theories about the nature of perception as a whole.   

A second contention (per Jay) is that the externality of sight allows the observer 

to avoid direct engagement with the object of the gaze; self-evidently, one can look at 

something without “touching.”  Thus, literally a perception of distance, of empty space 

is between the seer and the seen.  From a critical perspective, this gap is merely an 

assumption of distance  between me (my eyes) and objects (Belova 95):  “So, vision is 

imagined as a sense that inaugurates an abyss, which is in fact created by the faulty 

presupposition that vision traverses empty space” (Oliver 59).  In light of this imagined 

distance, there appears to be  a “natural” distinction or boundary between subject and 

object (Jay 25).  Further, the impression of separation lends itself easily to a sense of 

abstraction, inasmuch as that which is seen now becomes an object for the mind (26).  

That is, “the physical eye is merely the medium for an immaterial mind’s eye through 

which vision becomes Vision” (Oliver 57).  The outcome for a theory of subjectivity: I am 

a floating brain that sees, sitting high up in my skull driving my body like the operator of 

a machine.  I may be “in” my body, but my body is not me.  It becomes one more object 

among a field of objects, and the perceptions/sensations that are mine seem to 
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emanate from it, ungoverned and thus overwhelming.  Perception threatens the very 

things that my fiction of separation creates:  my singular detachment, my boundedness, 

and my reason.   

Perception is, of course, also a risk to objectivity.  The separation of subject and 

object supports in turn the epistemological notion that neutral apprehension of objects 

by subjects is not only possible but preferred, a distinction that has been crucial for 

scientific method (25).  Observation must be detached in order for knowledge to arrive 

untainted by sensation or emotion; this means that in both ordinary experience and 

scientific observation, eyes grasp objects as points in space.  Hence we have a subject 

that is passive, separative, detached, and also, inevitably, disembodied, and objectifying.  

Passivity and perceptual detachment are mutually reinforced by physical detachment, 

both from my own body and from the world.   

Objective theoretical knowledge requires a notion of vision as a 

distancing sense that separates the mind’s eye from the body and gives it 

a privileged perspective devoid of contaminating sentiment.  Information 

gathered through touch and more proximal senses is thought to provide 

only subjective feeling and cannot be the grounds for knowledge (Oliver 

66).
4
 

 

Furthermore, in order to maintain its fiction of the detached, omniscient observer, the 

subject must make other subjects into objects through control and through violence of 

varying degrees (Oliver 57).  At best, the “eye” of the subject distorts what it sees; at 

worst, it invades the object in order to understand it (Belova 93).  Merleau-Ponty 

summarizes: 

The function of [objective thinking] is to reduce all phenomena which 

bear witness to the union of the subject and the world, putting in their 

place the clear idea of the object as in itself and of the subject as pure 
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consciousness.  It therefore severs the links which unite the thing and the 

embodied subject, leaving only sensible qualities to make up our world. . 

.  and preferably visual qualities, because these give the impression of 

being autonomous, and because they are less directly linked to our body 

and present us with an object rather than introducing us into an 

atmosphere (Perception 373-374). 

 

Alternatively is a “double reduction,”
5
 as Ihde has termed the effects of ocularcentrism 

in western discourse (Listening 8).  First, all our experience is reduced to vision so that 

our rational capacities and our comprehension become a visual metaphor (6).  At the 

same time, vision itself is reduced so that it is no longer reflective of our full experience 

of seeing (8).  Concomitantly, and since the dominance of vision enforces a relative 

neglect of hearing, the world of our experience is silenced.  This silence is a large 

measure of the reason why the world of Cartesian perception seems to be deadened 

(6).   

This is the perceptual narrative that has come to seem descriptive of normative 

experience, as though this were the nature of vision itself.  Yet a phenomenological 

analysis of the ocularcentric metaphor suggests that this is not vision as experienced.  

Certainly, the ocularcentric account of vision bears a kernel of phenomenological truth – 

i.e., that something about vision easily gives rise to the illusion of separation between 

seer and seen – but the weight of Cartesian logic has transformed and distorted this 

“original” vision into a subject that must invade and destroy in order to understand.  Jay 

describes the rationale for the dominance of human vision to show how the model has 

been “denigrated” within twentieth-century French thought, but he does not seem to 

consider that his description presupposes a certain model of the structure of vision, i.e., 

as “an alienating sense that separates us from the world” (Oliver 56), as though there 
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were no alternative way of conceiving it.  The same can be said of some other 

commentators on vision and subjectivity (who supposedly denigrate vision according to 

Jay) but whom nevertheless “effectively perpetuate this particular alienating notion of 

vision by presupposing it in their criticisms” (Oliver 57).  In sum, while there are those 

who will find the ocularcentric narrative to be descriptive of the human condition, this is 

not necessarily the case.   

In plain language, if this vision of vision is so “incorrect,” why is it so powerful?  

Why does it seem natural?  Ihde and Evan E. Selinger suggest an answer in their 

proposal for the existence of “epistemology engines.”  An epistemology engine is “some 

particular technology that in its workings and use is seen suggestively as a metaphor for 

the human subject and often for the production of knowledge itself” (361).  Before the 

metaphor a device seized the imagination of the theorizer.  The Cartesian tradition is 

merely the most pervasive example of this, as Ihde and Selinger demonstrate by 

examining the “human-technology-world relations” (363) of the camera obscura.
6
  In 

developing their philosophies of consciousness Descartes and John Locke each turned to 

the camera obscura, a technology over a thousand years old, as a model (Ihde and 

Selinger 363); moreover, “[b]oth Locke and Descartes deliberately draw upon this 

optical device to construct their notion of how knowledge is obtained” (364).  The 

camera thus became an “analog” for the very process of obtaining knowledge.  As the 

camera’s eye became equated to the human eye, the camera became the “maker” of 

knowledge.  The epistemology which results is one in which external reality cannot be 

directly known because the subject is “stuck” inside the camera box.  Thus arises one of 
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the persistent philosophical problems of modern consciousness: “How can the subject 

‘know’ that. . . there is a correspondence between external and internal reality?” (365).  

In response to this problematic, Descartes posed the “ideal observer,” a fictional 

creature (God) who can see both inside and outside the box.  Yet, as we have seen from 

critiques of modern science, there is no ideal observer, and the actual subject is 

crippled, believing itself separated from itself and the world, myopic and virtually deaf 

but fearing to be relieved from this condition. Thus, the Cartesian model as an 

epistemology engine does shape our perceptions, to the extent that it simultaneously 

distorts and denies aspects of our experience – namely, our embodied experience of a 

lifeworld.
7
 

It should now be possible to demonstrate how the camera obscura as 

epistemology engine is at work in two classic perceptual narratives within media 

reception theory – Jean- Louis Baudry’s analysis of the ideological functions of the 

camera eye/I, and Jacques Lacan’s description of the “The Mirror Stage.”  Briefly put, 

the narrative in both cases suggests that illusion characterizes human perception.  As we 

sit watching a film in the theatre, we are subject to the dominating vision of the 

camera/other.  What is seen is constructed to fool our eyes and, ipso facto, our mind, 

and because our eyes are constructed by this same narrative, they are quite prone to be 

fooled.  As a medium, cinema may offer great pleasure, but this pleasure, because it 

addresses our bodily capacities, is a distraction designed to hide the fact that film is a 

lie.  The only solution is to deny these pleasures, to treat the perceptual influx with 

hostility and paranoia.   
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The Dominant Spectatorship Narrative  

 

According to the spectator narratives of most media theories, the act of looking 

or watching is fraught with opposition and misrecognition. This is the case both for 

apparatus theory (such as in Baudry’s “Ideological Effects of the Basic Cinematic 

Apparatus” and “The Apparatus:  Metapsychological Approaches to the Impression of 

Reality in the Cinema”) and in spectator theory, with its robust connections to a 

particular psychoanalytic model of subject formation derived from Lacan.  Published in 

1970, Baudry’s “Ideological Effects” ostensibly sought to overturn previous 

“phenomenological” film theories and pose a framework that found ideological meaning 

in the apparatus of the camera itself.  In this essay, the camera represents the 

transformation into the modern subject, the subject of modern positivist science and 

modern epistemology (as represented by Descartes).   Baudry notes the close 

association of the projecting camera with a much earlier technology, the camera 

obscura (40); in a move that is virtually a restatement of Ihde and Selinger’s thesis, 

Baudry argues that with the adoption of the strictures of artificial perspective, which 

place the viewing eye in a centered, mastering position, the camera obscura was not 

just a model technology but a model for a new subjectivity.  Hence, for Baudry, the 

camera does not reproduce reality but transforms it into a “reality effect” or 

alternatively “knowledge effect” (40).  The eye of the camera substitutes for the eye of 

the subject in such a way that the subject – which Lacan has argued to be a fragile entity 
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always shoring itself up against realizing that its semblance of unity is an illusion – can 

“imagine” itself whole (41).  Moreover, the camera performs this activity in a way that 

disguises its own work (41) so the illusory nature of cinema viewing is complete.  In 

“Metapsychological Approaches,” Baudry equates the viewing position of the film-goer 

with the situation of the prisoners in the cave according to Plato.  The images projected 

by a film camera are directly analogized to the shadows (i.e., false reality) seen flickering 

on the wall of the cave.  At the same time, Baudry links the experience of watching a 

film with the dream state as described by Freud.  Since the dream state is by definition a 

time when one’s desires hold sway over the ego, viewing is therefore not only illusory 

but irrational.  Indeed, the Platonic implication is that even our so-called apprehension 

of an integrated reality  is, at best, a pale copy of a real that exists elsewhere, and, at 

worst, fiction. 

 Lacan presents an illusory subject to complement the illusory perception of 

reality in Baudry’s spectator.  Although he was certainly not the only philosopher or 

psychoanalyst to point to the shaky integrity of the subject,
8
 Lacan is familiar within 

media studies for his manner of characterizing the subject’s plight as “misrecognition.”  

He argues that subjectivity has a major turning point at the “mirror stage,” whereby the 

proto-subject consolidates his/her sense of self by misrecognition of his/her own 

reflection in a mirror.  Thus the subject is constructed, for Lacan, via an act of looking; 

this act of looking is supposedly based upon a real developmental event, yet Lacan does 

not make much of the notion at some point a real child is seeing a reflection of his/her 

own, real body.  Rather, the moment of the look (or gaze) is ultimately a metaphor for a 
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narrative of a “not there” subject, or as Lacan puts it:  “I think where I am not, therefore 

I am where I do not think.”  Alternatively, he suggests:  “I am not wherever I am the 

plaything of my thought; I think of what I am where I do not think to think” (167). The 

act of looking is thus essential to subjectivity but – and this is the critical point – it is a 

mistake.  Further to this moment of misrecognition and false consolidation, the 

subsequent progress of the subject into a “mature” instability, importantly for Lacan’s 

poststructuralist perspective, occurs via the acquisition of language.  Inspired by the 

Saussurian insight that signs have no inherent content, only an agreed-upon, socially 

constructed meaning, Lacan equates the apparent emptiness of the sign to an 

emptiness of the subject.  Now, just as language consists of chains and webs of 

signifiers, the Lacanian subject is a two-dimensional, discursive net draped over an 

absence.   

Carried into media studies, particularly film theory, this has meant that often the 

subject of media studies is little more than text, as it is only text which may be 

legitimately studied.  This partly explains the visual emphasis of media studies; de facto, 

the text consists of visual content: 

Recent theory has been pushed even further in a visual direction by the 

adoption of Jacques Lacan’s visual metaphors (first by Baudry and 

Christian Metz, then by virtually the entire Paris school).  Developing a 

fascinating and logical tie between the “mirror stage” as described by 

Lacan and the film-viewing experience itself. . . critics find themselves 

limited to visual language alone (Altman, “Evolution” 45). 

 

But the impact of the ocularcentric model in media studies goes deeper still, reinforcing 

the emphasis on language and text; the “sign” of semiotics is also an image for the 

Cartesian mind.  Belova agrees that  
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this conception of sight as an extension of the powers of the mind left an 

indelible mark on most human sciences and can be traced in the 

semiotic/structuralist and content analysis methods of analyzing an 

image (95).   

 

Furthermore, given the claims of commentators in the vein of Baudry and Lacan, these 

visual-textual methods are not only preferred; they exclude alternatives.  Knowledge 

remains in the realm of a play of signifiers, without any concrete foundation in the 

world.  Should a subject claim to have knowledge of a concrete world, the semiotic-

poststructuralist critic has a ready-fire response:  this apprehension of “something” is 

ideologically constructed.  There is no way to get beneath it, for both the subject and 

what it would purport to know are discursive constructs.  Steven Shaviro sums it up:  

“The word is the death of the thing and the falsity of the image is the necessary 

consequence of the truth of discourse” (15).   From the perspective of poststructuralist 

semiotics, it is a mistake to search for the real beneath the signifier, or beneath the 

subject; there is only a nostalgic fantasy of the Real as a sign, a concept without 

content.
9
   

In a way, this is reasonable; to study discourse is to study what exists.  More 

available to us, however, is the body, which has been removed from the text.  Indeed, 

the body has been left out of the story of subject formation as per Lacan.  An account of 

“specular identification” (118) based on a disembodied vision, it vacates the notional 

child from a possibly real situation in his/her development history and makes too much 

of the apparent separation between the viewer and the viewed:  

In a sense, by imagining the empty space between the infant and the 

mirror, it seems that Lacan’s analysis creates the very split between the 
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inner and outer worlds that his theory attempts to reconnect with the 

mirror stage as threshold (Oliver 59). 

 

In Lacan, it would seem that we are all fundamentally separate from each other, and our 

inner world fundamentally separate from our outer world, and only vision can bridge 

the distance (59).  While both Lacan and Baudry would see themselves as resisting an 

idealist phenomenology of the human subject that is ideologically constructed, they are, 

I would argue, rather substituting one ideology for another.  They conform to a 

theoretical tradition in which only mind is real and body is not only distanced from mind 

but considered less than real – a semblance, a false copy, a pale reflection of the real.   

  This is how the body becomes a threat for media theory, particularly spectator 

and apparatus theories.  In this posited existential situation, the outside, inclusive of 

others and invading perceptual information, is inherently hostile.  In a section in The 

Address of the Eye:  A Phenomenology of Film Experience that discusses in depth the 

paranoic qualities of film theory, Vivian Sobchack observes how “the film’s body is 

perceived as bent on deluding and persecuting the spectator” (264).  She does not limit 

her critique to Baudry, of course, but holds him up as a particularly apt account of the 

cinema as disembodied.  From a more embodied point of view, apparatus and 

ideological-based theories such as have been predominant in film theory are “paranoid” 

or “phobic” (Shaviro 15) constructions because they view both the cinematic apparatus 

and the film itself as a thing outside – essentially, a hostile subject.  Although critical of 

the illusory bourgeois subject, such theories reinscribe the classic battle of subject-

object relations:  the need of the fragile subject to create a boundary around itself, a 

project in which it must have others/objects in order to maintain that boundary.  It 
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views the others as hostile because they threaten the subject with the prospect of its 

own “object-ness,” its real existence as a thing of flesh and matter.   In this dynamic, the 

threat of the other is manifested in a fear of being “taken over” by the other, forced to 

see what it sees, to be like it.  As in all such ideologies, the other becomes mysterious, 

powerful, and a desired temptation.  Without any real “substance” (for it is defined only 

by what it is not), the subject is an empty shell, powerless against the onslaught of what 

it has repudiated and desperately longs to see returned.  Sensations have the power to 

overcome its objective reason and vision with their touch.  This struggle is presented in 

apparatus theory as inevitable and inescapable.  The film is literally an “other” in a 

hostile relationship with the subject.  Thus Sobchack characterizes the cinematic 

apparatus in Baudry as an “ontologically tyrannical” (265) technology.  The powers of 

this disembodied cinema are extreme:  “omnipotent,” transcendent, and irresistible 

(267).   

The ocularcentric tradition certainly was not invented by Lacan or Baudry, or 

even Descartes.   As is clearly reflected in Baudry’s discussion of the prisoners in the 

cave, the dichotomy of mind and body with concomitant suspicion and denial of the 

body goes at least as far back as Plato, and probably further; I could have chosen to 

analyze the disembodied vision of media studies as a reinforcement of Plato’s mind-

body divide, rather than targeting Descartes (del Rio 116).  This is to say that while I can 

and do characterize the ocularcentric model as a distorted interpretation of experience, 

I do believe that we have a tendency to dualistic thinking, and with it, a tendency 

towards the fear and denigration of the body.  If we were not capable of experiencing 



55 

 

our bodies as somehow detached from ourselves, these theories would not exist.  I 

might consider this tendency as a kind of original sin:  a gift of our natures, a thing that 

we have within us that is the source of both our accomplishments and our appalling 

mistakes.  Moreover, it is possible that certain metaphors can become reified to such an 

extent that they can seem to be an analog for human nature (Ihde, Technics 65).  This 

begs the question, though:  what is the alternative?  In a world where the myth of 

Plato’s cave strikes many as intuitively insightful, statements about our embodiedness 

appear at times to fly in the face of common sense.   

 

Perception as Experience  

 

For a start, it is entirely possible to “re-tell” the story of subject consolidation 

while paying heed to the body.
10

  Indeed, some philosophical models of being forego 

brittle-bounded subjects and hostile objects, replacing them with reciprocal models of 

intersubjectivity.  This is the challenge and the promise of Merleau-Ponty’s existential 

phenomenology:  to create a model of human beings that escapes the logical aporias of 

a philosophy of the subject and is also based in the real.
11

  What if it were the case that 

our bodies are not merely carrying cases but the guardians of our embeddedness in the 

natural world?  What if embodiedness means that we cannot be passive, that even 

when sitting still, “escaping” into a spectacular film, we are still present and embodied? 

As I undertake to create my own narrative of perception, I will rely upon 

Merleau-Ponty and also, as previously mentioned, on resources from the realm of 
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cognitive psychology.  To reiterate, there exists within cognitive studies, simultaneously 

as critique and contribution, a current of thought known generally as the “embodied 

cognition” perspective.  Their number is greater and their discussion is much more 

complex than what I shall be presenting; for my purposes, three of its loudest 

proponents – Shaun Gallagher, Dan Zahavi and Alva Noë – shall represent the general 

import of this material.  As neuro-psychologists, cognitive psychologists, and 

philosophers, they are arguing that a phenomenological perspective is not only useful 

but necessary to cognitive psychology and, moreover, they have presented frameworks 

that combine the insights of psychological research with phenomenological thought to 

produce concrete arguments for an intersubjective, embodied human experience.
12

  

Their arguments suggest, in some cases state explicitly, that we exist as organisms in the 

natural world  due to our interrelationships as bodies and with other bodies.  These 

opinions could be viewed as a restatement and enhancement of Merleau-Ponty’s rich 

framework for embodied experience as provided in The Phenomenology of Perception; 

the influence of Merleau-Ponty on these scholars is both implicit and explicit in their 

work.   

Merleau-Ponty argued for the validity of phenomenology while simultaneously 

demonstrating phenomenology in his investigation of perception, based primarily upon 

his analysis of self-reflective experience.  The turn to experience immediately marks this 

work as phenomenological. As a disciple of Husserl, Merleau-Ponty invokes the 

phenomenological mantra:  “To the things themselves!”  This phrase, direct from 

Husserl, represents an inversion of the Cartesian legacy, for in the latter there is no 
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direct access to things.  In phenomenology, the goal is to take things as they “appear,” 

which is why in phenomenological language one will often see references to 

“appearances” – in other words, that which appears experientially.
13

  To understand 

what is meant by “experience” within the phenomenological tradition, it is necessary to 

understand the concept of intentionality.  Although Husserl was not the originator of 

this term, he turned it to phenomenological purposes with his reframing of intentional 

consciousness as consciousness of.   There is no such thing as consciousness in itself, as 

a thing that I, the subject, have.  Consciousness is, for Husserl and those who came 

after, a reaching out both voluntary and involuntary; it is, in a word, relational.   

Nor is this relationship one-sided.  As we relate, we are related to.  This is what 

Merleau-Ponty, in a later formulation, referred to as reversibility.  That is, every relation 

goes simultaneously in two directions, both of which constitute the relation.  Merleau-

Ponty rendered this reversibility embodied by arguing that it consists in perception.  

Thus, perception too is relational:  “The word perception indicates a direction rather 

than a primitive function” (Perception 13).  As perception is a function of my body 

(including my mind), this means that my relationships are embodied.  Thus, when I see, 

or hear or touch a thing, I am engaging in a material relationship that structures my very 

sense of self. 

For contemporary investigators of embodied cognition, the objective of 

Merleau-Ponty is, if nothing else, to situate empirically the human organism quite 

naturally in the world.  It stands to reason that science would be an ally in this 

undertaking; however, he takes issue with the positivist attitude that holds scientific 
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objectivity as the prerequisite for understanding.
14

  Thus he refers to the method of 

phenomenology as a “foreswearing” of science, adding,  

I cannot shut myself up within the realm of science.  All my knowledge of 

the world, even my scientific knowledge, is gained from my own 

particular point of view, or from some experience of the world without 

which the symbols of science would be meaningless (Perception ix). 

 

Accordingly, his claims about perception are based primarily on experience – 

presumably Merleau-Ponty’s experience, intersubjectively verified through 

conversation, reading, and reflection.  Still, he explicitly states at various times that he 

does not intend to deny that science is an endowment to knowledge.  It is merely that, 

from the perspective of experience, science as practiced is often incomplete; the issue is 

not whether it should exist, for obviously science has produced a great deal of valuable 

knowledge, but whether it should be considered the exclusive means of access to 

knowledge (World 34).  Having offered these qualified opinions about science, Merleau-

Ponty does turn to experimental data available from the annals of science to support his 

claims.  Just as today’s neuro-phenomenologists do, he considered case studies of those 

whose brains had been injured in some way in order to draw some conclusions about 

how perception works.  He also considered data from cognitive-behavioral experiments, 

reframed within phenomenology’s commitment to reversible embodied perception.   

It is important here to distinguish a certain view of what constitutes empiricism 

from the goal of empiricism in a broader sense.  Indeed, the goal of phenomenology is a 

radical empiricism that begins with the best sort of evidence – “best,” because  it is 

based on direct experience.  “The world is always, ‘already there’ as an inalienable 

presence which precedes reflection” (“What” 6).  If this claim seems to raise the specter 
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of a naïve sort of materialism that denies the possibility of illusion or ideology in what is 

given to us, I would respond that Merleau-Ponty is well-aware of that which he argues 

against and aware that he is potentially controversial.  He is promoting an affirmation of 

our embeddedness as fleshly beings, the denial of which causes great harm to ourselves 

and others (including the natural world).  Because this embedded, enfleshed existence is 

merely what is given to us, it is the feasible place to begin in understanding ourselves 

and the world:  “We must not wonder, then, if we really perceive a world.  Rather, we 

must say that the world is that which we perceive” (“What” 66).  In a way, this is a 

modest claim; it argues simply to begin with what is in front of us.  This is not to say that 

we can understand and fully control the world we live in, merely that the world is what 

we have and what we are.  It is (as Ihde echoes) “inexhaustible” (“What” 64) and it is full 

of contradiction (Primacy 19).     

Of what, then, does this perceptual nature consist?  For Merleau-Ponty, contrary 

to the postulates of “the constancy response,” and much of the theorizing of modern 

science, it is logistically and empirically impossible to separate out “pure” units (data) of 

experience (Perception 4).  Our experience of sensory information is diffuse and the 

work that our brains do is more in the nature of synthesis or integration than of 

processing information.  I do not perceive “sound waves” traveling to my ear or light 

traveling to my eye; I perceive one or more of a million interpretive possibilities, i.e., 

“loud,” “sweet,” “dissonant,” “blue,” “beautiful,” “hard,” and so on.  Importantly, I do 

not perceive all of these things separately from the thing they describe or from each 

other.  For example, as I perceive the carpet on my living room floor, I apprehend its 
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color and texture and the moods its various qualities arouse “all of a piece” and within a 

horizon of everything else in my lifeworld, including the possibility of other carpets 

(World 46).  My eyes do not seize on and isolate the carpet after the suggestion of the 

ocularcentric model.  I may see objects but the “end” of my senses is not necessarily the 

discrete physical object in question.  In seeing, I apprehend a field of potential objects; 

that which appears to me as an object consists of the details which I perceive and that 

which I do not perceive, which still exists as a kind of potential, a horizon for that which 

is perceived.   In fact, the potentially seen (invisible) is necessary to the presence of the 

seen:   

To see is to enter a universe of beings which display themselves, and they 

would not do this if they could not be hidden behind each other or 

behind me (Perception 79).   

 

As well, the experience of perception does not divide all our senses from each 

other, which means that synaesthesia, of a kind, is a normal part of our perceptual life.  

Many things experienced require more than one sense to define them:  

If a phenomenon – for example, a reflection or a light gust of wind – 

strikes only one of my senses, it is a mere phantom, and it will come near 

to real existence only if, by some chance, it becomes capable of speaking 

to my other senses (Perception 371).   

 

Further, it is quite common for a percept that would ostensibly be of one sensory 

modality (such as vision) to activate others through experiential associations.  Sobchack 

writes powerfully of just such an experience in her essay, “What My Fingers Knew:  The 

Cinesthetic Subject, or Vision in the Flesh,” wherein she describes watching Jane 

Campion’s The Piano (1993).  While experiencing a number of the film’s evocative, 

sensual images, Sobchack describes knowing certain images with her hands (Carnal 63).  
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Her experience of the film enabled her to “touch herself touching” (77).  Thus her vision, 

hearing, and touch were combined in a single experience.  Closer to the mundane, she 

gives the example of a cook being able to taste a recipe while reading it (70).  In both 

cases, experience does not consist of a ready separation of sensory modalities.    

Although it does contain the possibility of “pre-reflective” perceptual experience, 

phenomenology does not advocate a retreat to some natural or savage state of 

perception; far from it.  For both Husserl and Merleau-Ponty, we have the ability to 

“stand apart,” to perceive ourselves and others as capable of perception – in short, to 

be self-reflective.  Merleau-Ponty’s genius was in showing how it is the fact of our 

having a body that guarantees consciousness.  Our bodies safeguard both our 

relatedness and our individuality, our ability to feel and our ability to reason.  Our 

bodies are the ground of our being and the ground of human cultures.  He is, to be sure, 

arguing for a reversal of our commonly held – in phenomenological terminology, 

“sedimented” – attitudes about ourselves and the world.  This sedimentation persists in 

our thoughts, our language, even our perception of what we perceive.  This is not to say 

that some “metaphysical” unity of sensation is beneath the physical.  He is claiming that, 

in accordance with phenomenological method, some suspension of the “natural,” 

“sedimented” attitude is a prerequisite.   

To do this does mean to attempt, however much it is possible, to suspend all our 

learning for a moment and just experience experiencing.  Because the natural attitude is 

built upon social learning, and because western culture does not tend to value the 

functions and products of the body, I may resist the idea of “just” experiencing anything.  
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I know all too well how to make the chair I am sitting in into a “thing” for my detached 

perusal.  I could thingify the entire world.  Indeed, Merleau-Ponty recognizes our 

capacity, our tendency to do just that.   

Obsessed with being, and forgetful of the perspectivism of my 

experience, I henceforth treat it as an object and deduce it from a 

relationship between objects.  I regard my body, which is my point of 

view upon the world, as one of the objects of that world (Perception 81).  

  

That is to say, as we form objective (or instrumental) thought, we lose contact with 

perception.  But if we can do this, we can also hold off objective reason, reverse its 

numbing influence, and we can then see the world that is given to us, to which we are 

given.  We can see that every subject exists simultaneously “for itself” and “for others.”  

This is not some impossible, utopian vision.  It is something that we experience and that, 

despite our practiced ability to ignore it, we do every day.  

Moreover, this is something we do as organisms in our environment.  Here I call 

upon Noë, Gallagher and others, to give their views as to how we are interrelational and 

embodied as natural creatures, how, in the words of Gallagher’s book title, “the body 

creates the mind.” This approach has been defined as “enactive,” by Francisco Varela, 

Evan Thompson and Elanor Rosch, as follows: 

We propose as a name the term enactive to emphasize the growing 

conviction that cognition is not the representation of a pregiven world by 

a pregiven mind but is rather the enactment of a world and a mind on the 

basis of a history of the variety of actions that a being in the world 

performs.(9)  

 

Noë’s book title is also to the point:  Out of Our Heads:  Why You Are Not  Your Brain, 

and Other Lessons from the Biology of Consciousness.  As the titles suggest, inquiries 

into the workings of the brain began with a very Cartesian undertaking:  to figure out 
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how the brain does what it does (presumably, everything).  In the classic 

neuropsychological model, our various organs receive sensory input which is then sent 

to the brain as data, all of which is processed rather miraculously, producing perception 

– not to mention feeling, thought, and language.  As Noë reports, breakthroughs in 

neuroanatomical and neuropsychological research methods have led to considerable 

excitement and energy being poured into the new research (Out i).  It is thought that by 

these means we might even be able to “see” consciousness at work. 

Noë is highly skeptical of this ambition because “at present no one has any 

plausible explanation as to how experience – the feeling of the redness of red – arises 

from the action of the brain” (Out i).  An “explanatory gap” remains between the data 

(images of brain activity, etc.) and what it purports to account for – that is, perceptual 

experience (Out 53).  A picture of my brain as I look at a Monet (or, say, a film) may tell 

me something about where activity in my brain is located, but it cannot tell me how I 

see, how I recognize what I am seeing as a painting, and possibly identify its author, not 

to mention which parts of the response indicate activity that might be called 

“aesthetic.”  To further exemplify the explanatory gap, Noë cites studies that 

demonstrate the “plasticity” of the brain.  These studies indicate that there is nothing 

inherent about the location or function of the visual cortex; its cells are not in some way 

uniquely suited to processing visual information (Out 53).  In fact, when the brain does 

not have access to the visual cortex, it can access other areas for the same functions:  

“[T]here isn’t anything special about the cells in the visual cortex that makes them 

visual.  Cells in the auditory cortex can be visual just as well.”
15

  The lesson to be derived 
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from these kinds of studies is that “we need to look beyond the immediate neural 

activity itself” to understand experience (Out 54).  In short, Noë claims, scientists have 

been looking in the wrong place and in the wrong way.  

Noë and Kevin O’Regan have developed an alternative theoretical framework, 

which they presented to the scientific community in the form of a “sensorimotor 

account of vision and visual consciousness” (939).
16

  Their thesis:  Experience is not 

something we have but something we do and that we do as a consequence of relating to 

our environment.  Without a world, there would be no perception.  As for 

consciousness, “we enact it, with the world’s help, in our dynamic living activities.  It is 

not something that happens to us” (Out 64).  Noë and O’Regan take to task two 

frequently accepted proposals regarding perceptual experience:  one, that “specific 

nerve energies” distinguish sensory modalities (touch, sight, etc.); and two, that visual 

perception is somehow based on internal representations.  That is, they explicitly reject 

the hypothesis that the brain somehow constructs an internal representation of the 

painting – a miniature, inner Monet.  According to Noë and O’Regan, these common 

premises within the field are based more on assumption than sound reasoning and 

evidence. 

Their own proposal for visual experience contends that each sensory mode is a 

“style” of exploration of the world.  Thus, vision is “a mode of exploration of the world 

that is mediated by knowledge of what we call sensorimotor contingencies” (Noë and 

O’Regan 940).  The contingencies in question are a function of the relationships 

between things in the world that might be seen and that which is looking (941).  These 
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relationships are multiple and complex, but, significantly, they are mediated by the 

entire body.  In the proposal of Noë and O’Regan, vision depends upon two types of 

movement:  how the visual apparatus adjusts in response to objects and the character 

of the objects themselves, i.e., their shape, their distance, their own motion (942).  

Importantly, the viewing apparatus cannot apprehend these qualities simply by looking 

at them from a distance but through the learning provided by tactile exploration.  In 

virtually all cases, to learn to see we must be capable of movement; over time, we 

develop a set of structural laws that enable us to, in a sense, “represent to ourselves the 

movements that would be necessary to reach” an object (942).  This may sound like 

pure theory, but it is in fact an interpretation of existing research.  For instance, 

experiments link supposedly visual or cognitive activities to the sensor-motor cortex.  

Simply put, our motor capacities are activated at times when we do not seem to be 

using them or needing them, which would tend to support a notion of active 

embodiment. 

Gallagher’s work also discusses at length the various ways that the mind is 

embodied through “body schema” and “body images.”  He draws upon developmental 

psychology, the neurosciences, cognitive studies, phenomenology, and the philosophy 

of mind (Body 3) to explain how bodily motion structures selfhood.  One of the most 

significant mechanisms to the process is human proprioception, the system that 

organizes one’s sense of where one’s body is in space.  The proprioceptive system 

consists of numerous “subsystems” that are integrated with a wide array of bodily 

functions, attitudes, and motion; proprioception is at work, too, when there is no 
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apparent motion.  It contains both subpersonal (nonconscious) and potentially 

conscious activity (Body 7).  I am scarcely doing justice to Gallagher’s work,
17

 but the 

upshot of it is that he demonstrates how “bodily movement, transformed onto the level 

of action, is the very thing that constitutes self” (Body 9).  It should be apparent that this 

thesis supports that of Noë and O’Regan.  The proprioceptive system as described by 

Gallagher uses various sensory modalities to sketch and learn and react to objects in 

space, including itself.  It would be a critical part of the skilled mastery of the laws of 

sensorimotor contingency that Noë and O’Regan claim to be constitutive of visual 

consciousness. 

The research presented by Noë and Gallagher can lead to a number of important 

inferences.  For instance, it confirms Merleau-Ponty’s arguments that an embodied, 

perceiving subject is necessarily embedded in a way that is shaped by social and cultural 

dynamics.  That is, my completely unique experience as an embodied subject shapes 

how I perceive and even how I move.  The research provided from the embodied 

cognition perspective lends specificity to this claim.  Gallagher uses case studies of men 

and women whose brain injuries impaired their body schemas.  Essentially, they did not 

know where their bodies were and had to relearn how to move, or they learned to 

substitute for body schemas with body image, to judge distances in three dimensional 

space so they could perform certain motor activities (Body 107-116).  Further, he 

mentions the “plasticity” (70) of bodily images and bodily schemas; indeed, because 

they are subject to relationships between and among proprioceptive functions, they are 

constantly being updated and modified with perceptual material.  To me, this implies 
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that one can have specific experiences that affect and effect their unique embodiment, 

some of which could be based upon race, gender, or class.  The distorted body image of 

many women in North America is a case in point.   

This work by Noë and Gallagher also imparts added authority to 

phenomenological arguments made by Iris Marion Young regarding the possibility of 

embodied difference due to gender.  Young deploys Merleau-Ponty’s general insights 

about the body in perception to consider how the specifics of gender could inhibit a 

woman’s bodily “comportment” and her ways of movement; according to Young, 

women suffer from impaired motility that affects their purposefulness of motion (55).  

This is observable in most athletic activities as well as more basic activities like walking.  

Employing the concepts of the embodied cognition approach, I would add that a 

woman’s embeddedness as a woman leads to relations in which she cannot acquire the 

same skills for moving her body.  Although many of her “sensorimotor contingencies” 

may be the same as anyone else’s – say, for instance, moving her eyes at a certain rate 

to follow an object across her field of vision – other contingencies might vary in 

accordance with her gender experience.  Maybe she does not have the same 

opportunities to practice the steps she might take in moving to hit a ball, grasp a ball, 

throw a ball.  To say that she “throws like a girl” is to say that she sees the ball like a girl.  

Perhaps she does not know how to see it at all – not that it is a question of conscious 

knowledge.  As Noë, O’Regan, and Gallagher discuss, the extent to which vision as a 

skilful activity is carried out consciously is a matter for further discussion. 
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This is a very brief summary of some complex arguments, but the gist of it is, for 

me, that Noë, O’Regan, and Gallagher have produced convincing theories (in need of 

further research to support it, as they themselves request) based on science that show 

how perception is both relationship-based and fully embodied.  The embodied cognition 

approach counters the Cartesian assumptions of neuro-psychology, among other 

sciences.  It would suggest that even as I am sitting “still,” just looking or even lying 

down with my eyes closed, I am engaged in activities:  I am embedded in relationships 

that make it possible to see, hear, experience, think.  These relationships must include 

relations to my own past motions as well as my present context.  To paraphrase 

Merleau-Ponty once more, my body is the precondition of my perception.  Also, since I 

am constantly active, constantly “making” consciousness, I would venture, too, that I am 

constantly reinventing myself, constantly engaged with the world and taking the world 

into me.  I am, quite literally, not separate.  

 

Embodied in the World 

  

If this is true, then even to speak of subjects and objects may be to distort our 

lived experience (Belova 98).  Certainly, some feminist theorists have long been aware 

that the very notion of subjects (particularly modern, Cartesian subjectivity) places 

limitations on our ability to imagine ourselves differently. For instance, some writings 

take seriously the notion that the supposed gap between me and the object of my vision 

is simply an illusion, that “space” is not empty.  In some of Luce Irigaray’s recent work, 
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she plays with the insight that air and light are not “nothing.”  That is, they are not 

devoid of substance as is so often presumed.  She suggests  the possibilities of a 

framework for intersubjectivity based upon touch, mediated by light:  “If vision involves 

touching light, then we are touched by, and touching, everything around us even as we 

see the distances between ourselves and the world or other people in the world” (Oliver 

66).  Alternatively, by air: 

 And, the density of the air connects and separates everything on earth.  

Remembering air and the density of air reminds me that I am both 

connected to and different from those around me.  Remembering what 

cannot be seen, the density of air, allows me to see better the difference 

and communion between myself and others.  Seeing what is different 

from me and what is between me and difference opens the possibility of 

a different discovery of myself.  A discovery of myself that is not the 

hostile Hegelian struggle for recognition, and is not based on the 

paranoia of the Sartrian look or the Lacanian evil eye (Oliver 67). 

 

Phenomenologists, too, have recognized the trap of subjectivity as traditionally 

conceived.  For Ihde, Husserl’s focus on the philosophy of consciousness was ultimately 

a barrier to his thinking (Peking 11).
18

  Similarly, it could be said that Merleau-Ponty’s 

Phenomenology of Perception is in some ways constrained by his struggle with subjects 

and objects.  In his final work, The Visible and the Invisible (which he regrettably died 

before completing), he was moving towards a replacement for old notions of 

intentionality; this new framework based upon “the flesh of the world” was an attempt 

to shift the structuring effects of vision in subjectivity by shifting to a different modality: 

touch.  He remarks that where two hands grasp each other, they are characterized by 

complete reversibility (Basic 258); each touches the other touching itself.  Hence, with 

this “flesh” he alluded to “a continuous bond, a fabric of experience in which body and 
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thing interconnect in the event of living-in-the-world” (Belova 97).  Considering 

Irigaray’s insights about the substantial qualities of air and light, the notion of a “fabric” 

or “bond” joining everything in the world does not strike me as so very farfetched.   

Certainly, “the flesh of the world” must be a much better metaphor for our 

existence, if indeed it is only a metaphor.  There are immediate ethical connotations to a 

model of self based upon such a profound interrelationality; in such a model, and in 

contrast to subject/object relations, “communication does not demand subordination or 

assimilation” (Oliver 63).  Vision, rather than being a violent act, can be conceived of as 

a touch or caress, or, as Oliver puts it in paraphrasing Irigaray, a loving look (71).  This is 

not a “melding together” or unification that obliterates all identities but a possibility for 

selfhood – a decentered subject – based in the real.  It depends upon difference and it 

has the capacity to be fully critical (Oliver 72).   

Most important for considerations of ethical relations, a form of selfhood built 

upon the material substance of perceptual experience does not occur “outside” the 

social world; indeed, the social and perceptual worlds are of a piece.  Perception is not 

an “original” or primordial event but a communicative moment.  In the thought of 

Merleau-Ponty, all subjects are entirely positioned within and by a mediated and 

culturally-inflected world; we are “decentered,” yet it is this decentering that provides 

genuine selfhood.  It is not the self-enclosed, unified subjectivity of much of the western 

philosophic tradition; nor is it the discursive construct of poststructuralism.  This 

conception of selfhood has integrity and a capacity for uniqueness even as it is 

constructed entirely within a constantly transforming perceptual and cultural web.  The 
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subjects described by Merleau-Ponty are subjects fashioned from their lifeworld in all 

their various particulars, but as they are embodied, they are grounded in a material 

context with substance and weight, and they thereby have a base of existence from 

which to act.  As Merleau-Ponty puts it:  “Nothing determines me from outside, not 

because nothing acts upon me, but, on the contrary, because I am from the start 

outside myself and open to the world” (Perception 530). 

Indeed, it is this perspective on the possibilities for decentered yet grounded 

subjectivity that has made Merleau-Ponty’s work of considerable interest to feminists 

such as Young, Irigaray, Judith Butler, and Elizabeth Grosz, although they have not been 

entirely without criticism.  It might be said that feminist theorists, too, have been 

criticizing epistemology engines and seeking to engineer alternatives, often based on 

the body.
19

 Some have found that Merleau-Ponty offers certain resources (Grosz, 

“Flesh” 148).  Others have been critical of his complete inattention to gender (or race).  

He writes passionately and beautifully in terms that seem fully open to perceiving 

difference; however, Butler finds that he manifests a blatant heteronormative prejudice 

(86).  Grosz has also noted these limitations, but she concludes that his work is difficult 

to dismiss precisely because he has so much to offer a feminist theory of embodied 

subjectivity.  Thus, despite Merleau-Ponty’s possible neglect of gender issues (Grosz, 

“Flesh” 150), he nevertheless left a legacy with exciting implications for theorists.  For 

Grosz, Merleau-Ponty offers some crucial insights:   Experience is not outside social, 

political, historical, cultural forces (148); however, experience is taken seriously and 

thereby “renders philosophy of immediate relevance to day-by-day life” (149).  In sum:  
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The human subject is not seen as a disembodied pure consciousness, but 

equated with a real living human being who exists in a particular place, in 

a particular social and cultural setting, and at a particular time in history.  

In short, giving this account of phenomenology implies fully accepting the 

historical and social nature of human beings.  If what I am cannot be 

understood except in terms of my manifold relationships, practical and 

emotional as well as purely intellectual, with the world that I inhabit, 

then the phenomenological description of my experience cannot be 

achieved without reference to my social and historical situation 

(Matthews 39). 

 

 Finally, for Grosz, Merleau-Ponty locates experience “at the midway point between 

mind and body” (149), which means that it is possible to be attentive to the body 

without forgetting reason, the latter being a critical tool for cultural critics concerned 

about power relations.  This means that even if Merleau-Ponty did not achieve it 

himself, it is possible to build an ethically sensitive model using the resources he 

provides. 

 

The Body in Technology 

 

Having written at some length in my efforts to describe the intersubjective basis 

of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, I must now place this subject back in the context of 

mediating technology, of which the cinema is only one example.  At this point, a review 

of some of the contributions of Martin Heidegger (as interpreted by Ihde) will be 

helpful.
20

 To start, Heidegger’s thinking about the human-technology relationship has 

already been reflected in my discussion of epistemology engines.  It was Heidegger who 

proposed “the ontological reversal of technology and science,” putting the innovations 

of technology prior to scientific theory (Peking 33).  This is an inversion of the classical 
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view in which there was first the modern subject (as above) with its particular vision of 

epistemology, which leads to a theory of modern science and thence to technology: 

The standard view is accompanied by an interpretation of the history of 

modern science and technology which may be characterized as follows:  

After a long dark period in European history, a revival of the Greek 

scientific spirit emerges within and animates what we call the 

Renaissance.  Europeans regain an interest in nature, speculate about 

nature and evolve a method of understanding nature which we call 

Modern Science.  Historically this movement becomes dramatic and 

fulfilled in such figures as Galileo, Kepler, Copernicus and eventually 

becomes fully systematized with Newton (Technics 27). 

 

 

Of course, this narrative is closely connected to positivist science with its mechanistic 

view of the body and the world.   

Heidegger’s ontological reversal of the classical historical narrative is based upon 

a phenomenology of human activities.  For him, the primary form of knowledge is “use 

knowledge,” such as humans apply in relation to tools.  One of Heidegger’s most famous 

examples was the hammer, or rather, “man-using-hammer” for it is in this experiential, 

relational reality that the actual meaning of “hammer” emerges.  When an individual 

uses a hammer, according to Heidegger, there is no predominating relationship to a 

hammer as an object but rather to the work that is being performed; that is, the activity 

is performed initially without any consciousness of “I am using a hammer.”  The 

hammer, in Heidegger’s language, “withdraws” (Ihde, Technics 50).  It is possible to 

recognize and relate to the hammer qua hammer, usually only when it ceases to 

function properly (or perhaps when I cease to use it properly and bash my thumb).   

In short, when the technology is good – at least in this kind of use 

situation – it becomes semi-transparent with respect to communication.  
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Conversely, only if it functions poorly or doesn’t work at all does it 

obtrude itself into our experiential aims (Ihde, Technics 50).   

 

This story of the hammer exemplifies the major aspects of the human relation to 

technology.  For Ihde (interpreting and enhancing Heidegger), technology has always 

been a part of our lifeworld; we have always had relations to it, celebrated, feared and 

denigrated it.  There will never be a “before” or “without” technology, and our various 

fantasies about technology, utopian or otherwise, reveal aspects of our imagined 

relations to it rather than actively predicting some future in which our nature has been 

changed by our own technological invention.  Ihde points, for instance, to cultural 

fantasies of a situation where the technology functioned so perfectly, it would be 

perfectly transparent.  In the case of media, this would be one in which we ceased to 

notice the mediation (Technics 51).  But there is no perfect (invisible) mediation; nor is 

there such a thing as a neutral technology.  However, Ihde refuses to presume the 

relationship is either negative or positive (Technics 52).  It seems plenty of work needs 

to be done before considering such questions – such as sorting out the human-

technology interface based upon a thorough investigation of the technology in its 

surrounding lifeworld.  From a historical perspective, one can see simultaneously that 

technology has always been a part of the human experience – even as far back as the 

first hominid using a stick to skewer an insect for dinner – and the further one 

investigates this history, the more one will understand this.   

At the same time, historical curiosity can only reveal greater and greater 

particularity  in technological applications, arising from every kind of contingency – 

cultural, political, social, environmental, and accidental.
21

  This specificity tends to 
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mitigate against easy conclusions regarding the status of any given technological 

innovation and certainly against any easy pronouncements about technology as a 

whole.  As previously noted, the science that is associated with specific developments 

was frequently technologically driven.  In his historical explorations, Ihde consistently 

and repeatedly undermines and reverses the historical-ontological assumption that 

sees, first, a theoretical breakthrough, followed by a technological advance arising from 

the application of the theory.  For instance, science derived its understanding of 

thermodynamics from observations and experiments upon a technology (i.e., steam 

trains) rather than from “nature.”  In Existential Technics, Ihde discusses the windmill 

(thirteenth century) and the clock (fourteenth century) as late medieval instruments; he 

notes that lenses were invented by 1050, spectacles by 1285 (34-36).  In 

Postphenomenology, he turns to Leonardo Da Vinci and Roger Bacon, illuminating the 

technological energies of the Renaissance as part of a technological revolution that was 

a medieval development and “sedimented background” (18) for the development of 

early modern science, with its breakthroughs by Galileo Galilei and Isaac Newton. 

Ihde does see significant transformations or revolutions throughout 

technoscience history, which is to say, in our material-hermeneutic relations with 

technology: the transformation of ancient into modern lenses; the rise of machine 

technologies in the Industrial revolution; the advent of electronic technologies, also 

called “information technologies” (Technics 39).  When tracing these events, he makes 

the point, repeatedly, that many of the vaunted accomplishments of the western world 

could not have occurred without significant cross cultural interactions; he sees such 



76 

 

interactions as an invariant within technoscience history (Peking 48).  For instance, the 

technological gains of the Renaissance and early modern period depended upon 

multicultural interactions between Christians, Jews and Muslims in the fourteenth and 

fifteenth centuries.  Many of the new imaging instruments arose from astronomy, for 

which most cultures have had their own traditions and knowledges.  Although Galileo is 

hailed in the west for having invented the telescope, it is known that Al Hazen, the 

celebrated Islamic philosopher/scientist, wrote a treatise on optics in 1037, including 

mention of the camera obscura (Peking 51); in which he noted that he was not its 

inventor.  In China, astronomers were observing celestial objects using lenses as early as 

425 B.C.E., and this knowledge may have been influential in the western world long 

before the Enlightenment.   

The purpose of these historical explorations is not simply to challenge the 

western-centric narrative but to relate these technological transformations to the 

lifeworld in which they emerge.  In each case, the technology is described in terms of a 

relationship and situation in the lifeworld, along with a particular embodiment.  For 

instance, the imaging revolution of the Renaissance effected a change in the mediated 

relationship of humans to their environment (i.e., the skies).  This included a change in 

bodily motion as well:  We no longer looked with the naked eye but into or through the 

lens (Peking 52).  Yet the transformation of our embodiment was not as profound as it 

would later become.  At this point, the nature of the image remained a “visual analog”:  

“The technological limits remained largely isomorphic with human bodily limits, visual 

limits” (Peking 52).   
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However, a second imaging revolution, beginning in the late nineteenth century 

and raging through the twentieth, began to provide access to things that exceed human 

perception.  It started with radio waves and gradually expanded until we were able to 

access all parts of the electromagnetic spectrum.  By taking different “slices” of this 

spectrum, scientists can study objects in the heavens.  Similarly, we have instruments 

that enable us to create improbable, exploded diagrams showing the inner workings of 

humans, buildings, and particles.  This means that, more than ever, “all modern science 

is instrumentally, or technologically embodied” (Peking 35).  Significantly for Ihde’s views 

on the place of technology in the current lifeworld, it also means that “only through 

being technologically mediated is the newly produced knowledge possible” (Peking 55).  

Not only do we use technology to interpret the knowledge that it generates, but there 

are numerous ways to perform those interpretations depending on how we are 

situated.  The same EEG may be read in one context as “sleep disorder” and in another 

as simple unconsciousness.   

Put briefly, contemporary humans are part of “a different kind of human-

technology-knowledge-relation” or “embodied hermeneutic” (Technics 56).  

Technologies can be seen as virtually an extension of our perceptual apparatus; they 

have, in a way, been incorporated into our embodied selves.  Moreover, they exist in a 

relational context between us and the world; in some cases they are the relation.  As I 

explored just above, technology is what makes certain kinds of knowledge possible.   

Where does this leave me in terms of a revised spectator narrative?  For a start, 

it seems self-evident that cinema, too, is a mediating technology that allows us a certain 
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kind of special perception although it does not function in quite the same way as the 

Hubble Telescope.  Like other technologies, the cinema can also be examined in its 

cultural and historical context.  Although this is not the place for a lengthy excursion into 

cinema history, I can think of various historical sources that would aid me in placing the 

invention of the first motion picture cameras in their late nineteenth-century context, 

amidst a range of entertainments available to the bourgeois public and, simultaneously, 

a more expansive history of mediating instruments.
22

  The point of such excursions 

would be, in the same vein as Ihde, to situate the motion picture camera in its lifeworld 

as a material innovation rather than an idea.  But this would only be a beginning, given 

that the technologies of the cinema in its current state are dramatically different from 

those first cameras.  Just to speculate briefly, I believe that a major consideration in 

studying the contemporary situation is how critics respond to the rapid advance of 

digital tools in moviemaking.  Whereas some critics might maintain that a cinema no 

longer based on celluloid has lost its material base, I believe that an examination of the 

praxis context of the use of digital-based tools – for editing, postproduction effects and 

even shooting – will reveal that the cinema is every bit as embodied as before. 

In short, I would want, in considering the meaning of the cinematic apparatus, to 

set aside as much as possible the sedimentation of paranoid thinking – about sensation, 

about identity and, above all, about technology.  The nature of technology is, indeed, 

“essentially or invariably ambiguous” (Ihde, Technics 56) which means that we should 

neither assume it to be an incontrovertible good nor an evil.  More to the point, we 

would do well to attempt to suspend technophobic ideas and assumptions.  Given that 
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technology is a mediating factor in our relations to and in the lifeworld – which is to say, 

a part of us – to postulate that it is something we have created as separate, which can 

then return to overtake and consume us, is technophobic.  This, I would suggest, is what 

the mainstream of spectator models do. 

 To restate Ihde, one of the critical steps to revisiting cinema reception would be 

to consider our embodied relationship to the projecting apparatus.  Given the ideas of 

Merleau-Ponty and the many others cited in the preceding pages, I am convinced that 

the cinema-goer in the theater has a sensual connection to the activity of the projector 

and does not lose that connection even when engrossed in a film.  Embodiedness as an 

interactive, perceptual capacity is not only continuous but the very thing that makes it 

possible for us to watch, hear, feel, and understand a film.  Although the ocularcentric 

model of perception seems to be reflected to some extent in the physical design of the 

cinema, this does not necessarily entail that we are those paralyzed creatures that 

Baudry describes.  Commenting on the way that we sit in the theater, apparently 

motionless and inactive, Sobchack maintains, “Better description would at least suggest 

the spectator is not visibly or audibly active. . . Embodied beings are always active, no 

matter how ‘passive’ they may be perceived from without” (Address 271).  Likewise, 

Amelie Hastie denies the frequent presumption of film studies that experiencing a film 

with significant concentration equates with a kind of loss of self:  “We cannot watch in a 

state of pure abstraction (which is mythical and mythologized in any event)” (297).  Of 

course, it is one thing to say this and another for it to be true, but this is precisely what 
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the perspective of existential phenomenology claims.  We perceive not just with our 

eyes but our whole body; indeed, “it is the body that looks” (Belova 94).     

 Perception is constant as we experience a film.  Even as I am “just” sitting and 

“just” seeing/hearing the film, my body is fully engaged – organs, skin, brain, mind, 

consciousness, all.  I grant that some might agree only to disagree:  “Yes, perception is 

constant.  You are engaged in perceiving what the film wants you to perceive.” I would 

reply that this view of film reception does not take account of the real context of film 

experience.  We are enfleshed, organisms possessed of skin, bone, and blood.  People 

may speak of “getting lost” or “escaping” into a film, but they are never, in fact, lost.  

They are always present inasmuch as their body is present and is part of the mediating 

relationship in which they are currently engaged.  This is not to claim that we are fully, 

reflexively conscious at every moment, but we do not need to be.  Depending on the 

film, the person, and the particular viewing experience (maybe I am distracted or busy 

eating my popcorn), the sense of presence of the body can move to the fore or to the 

horizon.  And, in the case of fantastic films, this foregrounding is more likely than not.  

For those who “like” these genres, this experience is a given.  For those who do actively 

dislike fantastic film, the foregrounding of the body may also be a given, the source of 

the dislike, in fact;  alternatively, this same person may attend the film but resist the 

foregrounding of sensation to the point that he/she does not experience “as much” as 

others might.  As humans, we are quite capable of doing this, of letting or requiring our 

perceptions to recede.   
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Much of the above echoes Sobchack’s arguments with regard to a 

phenomenology of film reception; she poses the film as within an intersubjective 

relationship, modeling in detail our potential relations with it (Address 137).  Taking my 

cue from Merleau-Ponty and Ihde, I prefer to move away from the language of subject 

and object insofar as it is possible; it is difficult at times given how they permeate our 

thinking about ourselves.  However, one idea of Sobchack’s that I do want to adopt is 

the notion that we do not only perceive films, we sometimes perceive ourselves 

perceiving (Carnal 77).  I would suggest that this is something that can happen at any 

moment during a film experience.  At other times, we might realize it after the fact, 

upon reflection.  In either case, it remains a part of our embodied experience. 

 In the following chapter, I immediately take up the question of applying a 

postphenomenological model of reception to the investigation of sensation in fantastic 

film.  As shall be seen, application raises numerous challenges, one of which is the 

difficulty of knowing whether, or to one extent, one has been successful in application.  

As I proceed to discuss these issues, I shall maintain an experimental attitude, one that 

is nevertheless fully in keeping with phenomenology as I have come to understand it. 
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Endnotes 

                                                
 
1
 By “modern,” I mean to reference the modern period roughly beginning in the 

sixteenth century with advance of certain scientific and philosophical developments 

leading into the Age of Reason. 

 
2
 “Ocularcentric” is the term used by Martin Jay (3) to describe those Western theories 

and cultural practices that feature the characteristic domination of vision. 

 
3
 In fact, Jay argues that recent French theory manifests an “ocularphobia” or at least 

“anti-ocularcentrism,” such as in Lacan and Derrida who associate vision with a 

fragmented and illusory subjectivity. 

 
4
 Merleau-Ponty provides a lavish description of this process (Perception 64-65). 

 
5
 Please note this use of “reduction” is does not have the same meaning as in 

“phenomenological reduction.” 

  
6
 Ihde and Selinger note that is has been commonplace to cast certain optical devices 

(such as the telescope and microscope) as critical breakthroughs driving early modern 

science.  The camera obscura was “a favorite toy of the Renaissance” but as a technical 

instrument, it probably extended back to antiquity.  In fact, in several of his books Ihde 

visits the history of technology, showing how human cultures build technical 

instruments to suit practical need, not as crystallizations of scientific theory. 

 
7
 If we look at a further example of an epistemology engine according to Ihde and 

Selinger, we can see how this is the case.  These authors discuss how recently the 

computer has become an epistemology engine, standing for a model of the human brain 

(362), notwithstanding that, at the very least, much is still not known about how the 

brain functions.  Moreover, there is evidence that it does not in fact function like a 

computer.  Meanwhile, the foregrounding of this model in some areas of cultural 

discourse encourages us to think of ourselves in mechanistic and synthetic terms. 

 
8
 Numerous feminists have critiqued the subject’s logocentrism, its fragility and its lack 

of substantive content – alongside its need to deny all these. 

 
9
 Ihde, examining the deconstruction tactics of Derrida, argues that Derrida first moves 

from center to margins in his text, and then proceeds to drain all perceptual inflection 

from the writing:  “Instead, the text is a nexus of diffused and indeterminate meaning, 

which can be explored virtually infinitely and particularly through the devices of 

decentered gestalt switches and refocuses up what were previously taken to be fringe 

phenomena.”  He adds, “The implications of such tactics are immense, if indeterminate.  
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No one can retain control of a text, neither author, reader or critic.  Yet the desire for 

control remains a background feature. . . ” (Technics 165-66) 

 
10

 Del Rio claims that the Merleau-Pontian account of child development through object 

relations, “itself informed by the work of French and German psychologists, sees the 

specular exchange as a far more undecided/ambiguous and diversified circulation of 

sensual and postural information” (del Rio 118).  For other psychoanalytic models that 

similarly attend to physicality in constructing a narrative of child development, I would 

point to the work of the object-relations school as represented initially by Freud, then 

Melanie Klein, D.W. Winnicott, and Jessica Benjamin.   

 
11

 I certainly do not claim that Merleau-Ponty is the only thinker to have ever made this 

attempt, but for my purposes here, he is my touchstone. 

 
12

 Noë and Kevin O’Regan jointly authored “A Sensorimotor Account of Vision and Visual 

Consciousness” in the journal Behavioral and Brain Sciences.  This lays out their thesis in 

the most sparing, scientific terms:  that perception is not a process in the brain but 

something “that we do” as a relational process.  The format of the article allows for 

commentary by a number of their peers, after which they are permitted to respond and 

clarify their perspective. For further discussion, see pp 58-62. 

 
13

 As my concern at the moment is in sketching an intersubjective, embodied subject, I 

will leave the “how to” of discerning experiential phenomena to Chapter Three. 

 
14

 Merleau-Ponty recognizes that not all scientists think in this manner.  He comments in 

one of his radio lectures, “The scientist of today [1948], unlike his predecessor working 

within the classical paradigm, no longer cherishes the illusion that he is penetrating to 

the heart of things, to the object as it is in itself” (World 35-36).  Whether we can 

generalize about science or scientists in a given decade or era, the point remains:  there 

is a tendency in our culture to treat objectivity as a privileged form of inquiry. 

 
15

 One of the most telling experiments cited by Noë involves the “rewiring” of the brains 

of some individuals who are blind so that they can learn to “see” with reference to 

tactile information.  It is not that their eyes suddenly began to work, but they were able 

to access a “visual style” of information.  Some people found this too strange to adjust 

to its everyday use, but some did adapt and were able to have access to a kind of “sight” 

(Noë, Out 56-58). 

 
16

 Joel W. Kreuger refers to this perspective as “perceptual enactivism,” placing it within 

a wider field of “enactive cognitivism.”  It is the latter, broader undertaking which 

expresses the slogan “body shapes mind” (100) while the enactive approach to 

perception as advocated by Noë would be a more specific application. 
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17

 Just to give one example of a more detailed kind of evidence, Gallagher references 

the discovery of “mirror neutrons” in the pre-motor cortex.  They are “either activated 

by the subject’s own motor behavior or by a subject’s visual observation of someone 

else’s motor behavior” (Body 9). 

 
18

 Ihde suggests an alliance between pragmatism and phenomenology because 

pragmatism ultimately transcends the sacred cow of subject/object, relying upon a 

organism/environment model, while phenomenology can offer its rigorous methods of 

analysis  (Peking 11). 

 
19

 This would be despite understandable ambivalence on the part of feminists to 

embrace embodiedness, given the long and often misogynist association of women with 

bodies, emotion and sensation, in contrast to reason (Grosz, Bodies, vii). 

 
20

 Although some of his comments have undoubtedly inspired further thinking about 

technology, Merleau-Ponty seemed to have a “prominent early twentieth century 

attitude associated with many of the great European philosophers who saw modern 

technologies as threats to traditional culture” (Ihde and Selinger 370).  He writes 

repeatedly of painting and poetry and only occasionally of film. 

 
21

 I do not mean to suggest that I subscribe to the notion of history as a bare recitation 

of pure facts.  Histories have been (and should be) constantly written and rewritten, but 

I am confident that no matter how and what we write, there will never be a history in 

which humans are not enmeshed with technology. 

 
22

 James Lastra discusses a number of these in his book Sound Technology and the 

American Cinema:  Perception, Representation, Modernity. 
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Chapter III.  To the Things Themselves:   

The Postphenomenological Process 
 

 

 

There is a playfulness in phenomenology. . . but the playfulness is serious 

and has a purpose. 

Don Ihde, Experimental Phenomenology 123 

 

 

As I turn to consider in detail questions of application, it bears repeating that the 

method I am applying could be called “postphenomenology,” in that I am relying heavily 

on Ihde’s interventions on phenomenological method.  To reiterate, 

postphenomenology remains phenomenology, but for Don Ihde, it would not be 

appropriate to do an unmodified phenomenology because the circumstances of our 

human-media-technology interface have been so radically transformed, both in our 

material experience and in the theories we have been using to make sense of it (Peking 

5).  Having said this, I will turn back from the postphenomenological approach briefly in 

order to draw upon some insights of Vivian Sobchack.  In a very helpful two pages, 

Sobchack summarizes Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s approach to phenomenological 

investigation as being a three-step process: 1) The phenomenological description; 2) The 
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phenomenological reduction; and 3) The phenomenological interpretation (Address 43-

46).  I have found that these first two steps are more or less consistent with Ihde’s 

postphenomenology; however, Ihde is not so attentive to explaining the third step, the 

interpretation.  Thus I shall let  Ihde be my guide for the first two steps while Sobchack 

will contribute on the third.   

I want to reiterate that it has been necessary to establish the meanings of 

embodied intersubjectivity and perception first because these represent the ontological 

commitments in which the method must be grounded.  Without remaining attentive to 

these commitments, I would not be doing phenomenology.  Whatever process I follow, 

phenomenology (or postphenomenology) entails a commitment to certain premises.  

These are:   

1) Rigorous attention to “the things themselves.”  The strength of 

phenomenology is its rigorous experimental method despite that one of the most 

frequently laid charges against phenomenology is that it is “subjectivist” (Experimental 

21).  It is also referred to sometimes as “mere” introspection, but Ihde points out that 

there is a difference between introspection as a process that is more purely internal, 

and reflexivity, which is called for by phenomenology (Experimental 22).  Material that is 

derived from so-called subjective experience is to be taken seriously as a source of 

evidence, but this is not the end of the matter.  One can turn to “extrospective” data, 

too, and should, but beyond this is the way that knowledge of the world is structured, as 

in accordance with the reversible structure of the world (Experimental 23).   
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2) A focus on embodiment.  I have already discussed at length the meaning of 

embodiment as structuring our sense of self.  I would add only that, as I commit to my 

postphenomenological process, I must bear in mind that our human embodiment now 

includes technology as a point of historical-cultural fact (“Postphenomenological” 7).  

This is not to say that we are literally cyborgs; to elucidate, Ihde often refers to the 

examples given by Merleau-Ponty of the woman whose hat contains a feather and the 

man with the prosthesis.  This woman’s “self” experience extends to the very tip of the 

feather (Peking 36).  The man’s body includes the prosthetic leg.  These are not 

experienced as “Me plus hat plus feather” or “me plus my artificial leg.”  They are 

experienced as me, inclusive of the technological “extras” (Lifeworld 38-39); in Shaun 

Gallagher’s language, I can integrate them into my body schemas.  Furthermore, and 

more specifically for my purposes, this technological embodiment includes media.  

Because media mediate, they are experienced as part of our embodied relations with 

the world.  They are “a material artifact which is experientially used in a certain way,” 

which is something they have in common with other technologies.  However, they also 

“convey what may be called broadly an expressive activity” (Technics 54).   

3) Rigorous commitment to human experience as defined by relationships, or 

in phenomenological terms, by reversibility.  This is no metaphor.  It is the state of 

things.  To be in a relationship means more than the simplicity of the words imply.  It is 

not that we are objects floating about like nodes on a web.  It means that we are all 

changed and changing through these relationships, or rather  “the interrelation is such 
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that both are transformed within this interrelationality” (Peking 23)  It means that being 

is a process, not a state.  Its implications are profound, political, of practical importance.  

4) Attentiveness to the interdisciplinary approach of postphenomenology.  

Ihde admits that phenomenology has a reputation for being anti-science 

(“Postphenomenological” 3), and perhaps as practiced at times, it is.  However, 

postphenomenology is demonstrably connected to science, technology, philosophy, and 

feminism.
1
  In fact, of those who work in postphenomenology, many are engaged in 

scientific practice (7).  In sum, while pursuing my embodied approach to the sensational, 

I do not dismiss all evidence from science although I do maintain a critical view.  With 

respect to cognitive studies, for instance, it is clear that an embodied understanding of 

reception must take into account our life as biological, evolved entities, and cognitive 

psychology clearly has much to offer in this regard.   

With the assembled testimony and opinions of all those I have referenced and 

those still to be cited, I have a wealth of material to guide me in constructing my own 

study – and yet, I am truly on my own at this point, for not one of my predecessors has 

conducted a postphenomenological study of sensational genre films.  Even those writing 

on film and embodiment do not touch on genre while the vast body of literature that 

has discussed genre has no traffic with phenomenology and very little to do with 

embodied sensation.
2
  Thus, as I explain in this section the steps which I shall follow, I 

shall at the same time explain my difficulties in trying to make choices about a project-

specific manner of proceeding.   
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As I go, I shall use examples from my own research on sensational genres to 

explain the process.  A major part of this research includes group discussions carried out 

in the fall of 2008, based on two screenings of each of three films – Sunshine (Boyle, 

2007), Final Destination 3 (Wong, 2006) and Star Wars:  Revenge of the Sith (Lucas, 

2005).  The participants were asked to commit to a four-hour session consisting of a film 

screening following by focus group discussion, with pizza and soda provided.  I recruited 

participants initially from among the student body as represented in the department of 

Radio-Television-Film at UT Austin; those who volunteered in some cases brought 

friends with them.  Although it was my goal to obtain the participation of both fans and 

non-fans, I would have to describe those who attended as predominantly fans of the 

films in question, with a few exceptions.  For instance, one attendee described herself as 

“not a sci-fi fan.”  With respect to the horror film, I would say the group was more mixed 

in terms of their relationship to the genre; one attendee was a self-avowed fan while 

others presented themselves as highly critical albeit reasonably frequent horror viewers.  

The group was also mixed in terms of how they expressed their degree of tolerance for 

gore and terror, ranging from the easily shocked to the totally experienced and 

therefore somewhat difficult to shock.  I would say that all the participants, as film 

students, had a much higher level than usual degree of knowledge about the strictures 

of film criticism.   

The total number of participants was small (nine) but this does not in any way 

mitigate the usefulness of the sessions.  In fact, the small size of the two groups 

contributed to a sense of camaraderie and continuity as we explored each film in turn.  
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Each film was screened twice (Wednesday and Friday, over three subsequent weeks); 

each session attended by numbers ranging from two to five.  The location for these 

screenings was Studio 4D in the Jesse H. Jones Communication Center (Building B) at the 

University of Texas; the facilities provided by this space approximate, although not too 

closely, a cinematic experience.  Following the screening of the film, we would engage in 

discussion in that same space, usually for no more than an hour.  The discussions were 

recorded.  The flow of conversation was relatively open-ended:  I would begin by posing 

a simple question like “What sorts of things did you see and hear?” In the initial 

sessions, it was necessary perhaps to steer my consultants
3
 a little more, as they were 

gently educated as to the meaning of the question.  By the second screening, all the 

participants understood that I was asking for descriptions of sensations rather than 

moments of intense narrative engagement, although the latter were always, and 

necessarily, a part of the discussion.  My interventions usually consisted of agreement 

and encouragement; at times, I would shift the discussion from the visual to the aural, 

or I would ask specifically about music.  The general tone of the conversation was 

mostly quite fannish, in that it felt frequently like a group of people who love a 

particular film or genre (i.e. Star Wars, horror, sci-fi) collectively enjoying their 

enthusiasm. 

The material derived from these consultation sessions is my means for 

thematizing the genres for the purposes of my three content chapters, as well as 

limiting to some extent, the range and number of films that I touch upon in my 

discussion.  This is not to say that I will restrict myself to the three screened films; in the 
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course of our group chats, we touched upon a number of films:  all of the Star Wars and 

Final Destination series [Wong (2000), Ellis (2003), Wong (2006)], the Saw series [Wan 

(2004), Bouseman (2005), Bouseman (2006), Bouseman (2007), Hackl (2008), Greutert 

(2009)], the Lord of the Rings trilogy (Jackson, 2001-2003), 28 Days Later (Boyle, 2002), 

28 Weeks Later (Fresnadillo, 2007), The Blair Witch Project (Myrick and Sanchez, 1999), 

Silent Hill (Gans, 2006), The Grudge (Shimizu, 2004), The Thing (Carpenter, 1982), Alien 

(Scott, 1979), The Exorcist (Friedkin, 1973), The Omen (Donner, 1976), A Nightmare on 

Elm Street (Craven, 1984), Troy (Peterson, 2004), Back to the Future (Zemekis, 1985), 

Pirates of the Caribbean (Verbinski, 2003), Batman (Burton, 1982), The Dark Knight 

(Nolan, 2008), and others. 

 

Step One:  The Description 

 

A portion of Chapters Four, Five and Six consist of phenomenological description 

– that is, a description of the particular aspects of sensational experience I propose to 

explore. Very generally, each chapter deals with a “dimension” of film experience:  

spectacle (provided from both visual and aural stimulae), stimulae that give rise to 

sensations of discomfort or unpleasure,4 and the special stimulus that is music in 

fantastic film.  The sum of these three dimensions is most definitely not proposed to be 

the whole sources of embodiment for these genres.  The three dimensions are chosen 

on the basis of my familiarity with these films and my contention that they represent 

three sectors that will give rise to a fruitful exploration; to this extent, they are 
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somewhat personal and arbitrary but sufficiently broad, I think, to be of some general 

relevance in characterizing sensational genres.  And, of course, all three represent topics 

that have been previously problematized in genre study. 

   It must be reiterated that the point of having screenings was not to gather 

personal anecdotes, even if I do sometimes quote my consultants in the course of my 

descriptions.  As the defenders of phenomenology have maintained on numerous 

occasions, phenomenological description is not to be equated with subjectivism.  In 

addition to their direct contributions to the science of embodied cognition, Alva Noë 

and Gallagher have also published in more philosophically oriented fora to promote the 

uses of phenomenology in scientific research.  They take on the sometime assumption 

that phenomenology means gathering subjective or first-person reports.  Indeed, this 

question of how or to what extent subjective reports and/or phenomenological 

methods should be used to study consciousness is a somewhat heated issue within 

cognitive psychology at the moment, and a review of the debate offers some clarity on 

the empirical status of phenomenology.  On one side, Daniel C. Dennett points to the 

utter fallibility (13) of any approach to first-hand experience and argues vehemently for 

the need for a “third person” science as the only means to sound empiricism in the 

study of consciousness.  Taking a rather Derridean turn, he observes that language is an 

“incorrigible” mediator between consciousness and others.  Briefly put, he would have 

all subjective truth claims tested against third person (scientific) knowledge.  On the 

other side, Dan Zahavi and Noë (among others), take Dennett to task for misconstruing 

phenomenology.  Since phenomenology is built on an anti-Cartesian foundation (Zahavi 
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22) that calls into question the very distinction between “inner” and “outer” experience, 

the positioning of “first person” against “third person” is a false dichotomy (Noë, “Pure” 

234, 241).  This echoes Ihde’s contention that to characterize phenomenology as based 

on introspection is a misunderstanding of what it means to attend to experience.  Zahavi 

also mentions the issue and denies the validity of this claim (28); likewise, Noë (“Pure” 

237).  For Zahavi and Noë, Dennett simply does not know or understand 

phenomenology despite calling his own method a “heterophenomenology” (Zahavi 15; 

Noë, “Pure” 238).  Noë affirms, too, the value of phenomenological method as an 

important means of appreciating the richness of conscious experience “without thinking 

that what subjects tell you about the character of their experience is, as it were, the last 

word” (“Pure” 233).  Indeed, phenomenologists comprehend that “a direct turn toward 

experience, however subtle that experience may be, does not guarantee 

phenomenological results” (Natanson 6). 

These considerations connect to the rationale for conducting screenings with 

group discussions as a starting point in my postphenomenological research; in my 

reading of Ihde, for example, I have found that he often takes a similar approach, using 

his graduate seminars or colleagues to help him thematize an area of inquiry. My use of 

discussion groups was a strategy to ameliorate to some extent the potential critique of 

the phenomenological method as being mere subjectivism or “not scientific” although it 

has never been my intention to be scientific in the sense so often meant by that word.  

The “data” generated in these discussions is not to be viewed as representative of the 

behavior of audiences at large but a form of “intersubjective checking and critique” 
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within the context of describing the experience or experiences to be considered (Ihde, 

“Postphenomenological” 6).   

Beyond the problem of grounding the description of experience intersubjectively 

are still deeper concerns.  Indeed, the problem of description extends so far into the 

phenomenological enterprise that it is not merely a matter of describing an experiential 

phenomenon correctly, but being sure of the experience to be described: “In order to 

find out, I must in some sense already know; but in order to know, I must find out” 

(Ihde, Experimental 30).  This can be referred to as a “hermeneutic circle” or dialectic of 

interpretation (31), which is to say that although the goal is to proceed without 

interpretation, we must bring interpretation to bear in order to proceed.  It seems an 

impossible dilemma – how do we ever arrive at a decision to investigate?  The answer 

that is generally given is “openness to the world.”  Matthew Natanson cites other 

phenomenologists, including Merleau-Ponty, who speak of “wonder” in the face of the 

world.  He is not referring to some mystical communion but the astonishment of beings 

confronted with being.  This is not a hostility to them but a kind of appreciation.   

Some strictures for description, too, exist to guide me beyond that initial attitude 

of astonishment.  Ihde advises also that I should seek that which is “immediately 

present” (Experimental 33).  This means that questions such as “couldn’t I make a 

mistake about what is immediately present?” should be temporarily suspended.  In this 

enterprise, the admonition to “describe, don’t explain” is most useful.  It means 

describing without judgment or, in Ihde’s terms, to “equalize or horizontalize” all 

immediate phenomena (36).  To the charge that I may allow myself to labor under some 
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illusion, the answer is that this process requires me initially to set aside my assumptions.  

The time for evidence from the external world will come.  Above all, faith in process is 

essential, which is to say I must attempt to put aside as much as possible 

preconceptions and learning and describe the thing “as it is.”  Obviously, this is a 

considerable challenge in the context of describing a film (or part of it), given that the 

experience “as it is” is entirely a cultural product and a technological mediation.  My 

goal with the description phase shall be to “disrupt my familiarity” (Merleau-Ponty, 

“What” 64) with these films, to hold in abeyance any fannish, technological, and 

disciplinary resources, at least for the duration of that description, and to describe a 

filmic moment as it happens, or more accurately, as it happened according to an 

agreement between myself and my consultants.   

 

Step Two:  The Reduction 

 

 Ihde notes, “Clearly one begins with first person experience, but one does not 

end with it” (Experimental 6).  For phenomenology, it is not enough to describe; one 

must move on to the next step, which is the reduction.  Sobchack breaks this step down 

into three sub steps:  the identification of a qualified “essence”; the exploration of this 

essence through free variational play; and 3) location of a pre-reflective source (Address 

45).  It should be noted that “essence” is not intended metaphysically but refers simply 

to the invariant aspect of the phenomenon.  Ihde’s language emphasizes the concepts 

of thematization and variation and their critical importance to the process (Peking 38).  



96 

 

Practically speaking, finding “invariants” is not unlike discovering common themes.  This 

is certainly an empirical undertaking but one that seeks to avoid traditional conclusions.  

Moreover, I must emphasize that I do not seek invariant themes or structures within my 

chosen genres, or even films; I do not wish to fall back upon the idea of finding a 

common narrative theme for sci-fi or horror.  To do this would be to foreclose on the 

process that I have begun.   

To explain via example:  I have identified a number of potential themes that 

emerged in my discussion with my screening consultants; the discovery of certain 

themes was in part a process of analysis and categorization, of noticing ideas that 

emerged on more than one occasion or in more than one context.  Sometimes I 

performed this process within the context of the discussion itself; when I noticed these 

things I would put them to the group and note the results.  For example, in our 

discussion of Final Destination 3, some respondents began comparing the various “kills,” 

considering which ones caused them to flinch or cringe.  It turned out that a scene in 

which a nail gun is fired repeatedly into a character’s head was one of these.  I explored 

this with my consultants, and we all agreed that we were sensitive to injuries to the 

head.  My theme, therefore, would be “head injuries, particularly fatal, make me 

cringe.”  Other themes that emerged in this way included: “things that make me aware 

of my skin (i.e., people being burned) equals a feeling of vulnerability” or “rough or 

strained breathing makes me tense.”   

Beyond the logical process that allows themes to emerge from a bundle of 

experiences, the process of discovering and further refining these themes (invariants) 
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depends upon a “probing” of the phenomena through what is known as “variational 

play,” drawn from Husserl’s original instructions for a phenomenological reduction.  For 

Ihde, the stage of creative variation is perhaps the most critical to phenomenological 

practice (“Postphenomenological” 6).  He advises:   

In looking at any phenomenon, one must place it within its possibilities, 

its variations.  And, although Husserl first called these “fantasy 

variations,” subsequent phenomenologists also used perceptual, 

kinesthetic and other variations (6).   

 

In Experimental Phenomenology and then in subsequent writings in which he 

summarizes and revisits his previous conclusions, Ihde demonstrates the meaning of 

variation initially with reference to a series of simple, two-dimensional drawings.  These 

images are usually characterized within psychology as visual illusions.  Not only can 

these figures appear three-dimensional via the rules of perspective, but it is possible, 

through “gestalt switching,” to interpret the same image as different three-dimensional 

images.  The two most common examples that Ihde uses are the 

“Stage/Pyramid/Robot” form
5
 and the Necker Cube.

6
  Based on simple line drawings, 

the images’ interpretation is ambiguous, which is to say that depending on how one 

looks, it can have different, equally plausible interpretations.  Hence this phenomenon is 

termed “multistability” (Peking 12).  For instance, referring to the 

“Stage/Pyramid/Robot” shape, Ihde helps us to see each of the different possibilities in 

turn,
7
  taking his readers through a process of understanding what these different 

interpretations are:  a cube, a gem, a hallway, and a two-dimensional variation that 

presents as an insect in a hexagonal opening.  Each of the three-dimensional views has 

two options:  with the top to the rear or to the fore (Experimental 96-98; Peking 14).  



98 

 

Seeing these possibilities, in some cases, is a matter of stretching one’s perceptual 

apparatus, and then some practice,  but all are present in the figure as variations.   

To arrive at the stage of a reduction, one must not just see these variations but 

go an additional step of reflecting on the variation and “extracting” from it, which is to 

say, noticing something they all have in common, some structure to the process of the 

variation itself.  The material that is extracted must reflect, too, the position of both the 

phenomenon and the phenomenologist in a lifeworld.  As much as possible, I must be 

attentive to the way in which the experience reflects embodied intersubjectivity or, put 

in phenomenological terms, to be attentive to the meaning of the thing within the 

reversible structure of being-in-the-world.   

It should be noted that we should be prepared to see the lifeworld as comprising 

both the tangible and the intangible, visible and invisible.  The lifeworld consists as 

much of ideas as of material objects.  Indeed, a concept can be a subject with which one 

is engaged in an intersubjective relationship (such as “history” or “phenomenology” or 

“cognitive”).  Put another way, “perception” incorporates our perception of the social 

and cultural worlds in which we are embedded.  Here, Ihde usefully distinguishes 

between “micro” and “macro” perception.  Micro perception is more closely related to 

what we might consider “pure” bodily sensation while “macro” perception is infused 

with cultural learning and can contain the products of thought, expressed via language 

(Lifeworld 29).  For instance, it is macro perception that enables us to view a film and 

perceive it as horror.  Of course, these two types of perception interpenetrate each 

other; there is no pure unit of sensation, and the evidence from psychology is that even 
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simply to see requires a process of learning.  Moreover, much of what the brain does 

could be called “interpretation,” even at the most “micro” level.  However, it is useful to 

have the concepts of “micro” and “macro” perception to distinguish what might be a 

more personal, localized perception that is clearly working on the nervous system from 

a perception that occurs at a more abstract, thought-based level. 

Returning to the variations on the Stage/Pyramid/Robot figure, one notices that 

it is impossible to see all the variations simultaneously. Each implies a different 

perspective and thus a different presumed position of embodiment; in one case, we are 

viewing at ground level, as though seated in the audience; from above, in another, and 

finally, in the third, as though standing directly in front of the robot, confronting it.  In 

each case, an embodied position is implied (Peking 12-13).  Also, we have noticed that 

some of the interpretations seem to be more obvious than others, emerging easily due 

to sedimentation and context (Experimental 103).  That is, our cultural and experiential 

learning predisposes us to see certain appearances more easily and prior to others.  

Interestingly, once we break through the initial tendency to view the figures merely as 

visual illusions with two possible modes, it becomes easier to find new and different 

variations:   

[T]he farther the investigator goes with the examination of multi-stable 

phenomena, the more likely it is that he will discover ever more quickly 

and easily a whole range of topographical possibilities in subsequent 

drawings  (Experimental 105).   

 

Furthermore, once the step has been taken of looking at the figure in terms of 

multistability, it seems to be irreversible.  And finally, there is no set order as to how 
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variations emerge:   “In fact, once expectation of polymorphy is thoroughly 

consolidated, any variation in a multi-stable drawing can occur first” (106).   

One major lesson derived from the process of variation is how much “common 

sense” perception depends upon cultural sedimentation. Ihde notes that in 

psychological reports he has reviewed, the viewers usually were limited to a reversible 

three-dimensional image (Peking 14).  Rather than suggesting new ideas about the 

nature of human perception, the Necker Cube was generally presented as a visual 

anomaly (Experimental 108).  On the cultural stage, this transforms into an insight that 

“long-held expectations and assumptions” structure our interpretation of situations.  

The process of phenomenological probing interferes with ordinary worldviews by 

gradually “loosening” our thought processes, literally shaking out the rigidity of what we 

usually consider the empirical order (Experimental 109). We do not stop seeing what is 

given, but we place it in a different hermeneutic context.  In the case of Ihde’s 

exploration of the Stage/Pyramid/Robot and the Necker Cube, we have discovered that 

visual perception, rather than being a mechanistic system that passively receives 

information, is an active, even transformative process.   

Empirical psychology simply assumed a sedimented and nondepth view, 

which through deliberate variation shows change.  Phenomenologically, 

perception is not passive but active; holistically, it is bodily interactive  

with an environment, but while this agrees with both pragmatism and 

phenomenology, it is the phenomenologically derived variation that 

provides the rigorous demonstration (Peking 15). 

 

But the foregoing is not sufficient to understand the reduction, particularly the 

step of variational play – certainly, it was not for me.  With these small case studies, 

Ihde presents a phenomenology of an aspect of visual perception which draws certain 
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conclusions about the nature of perception while demonstrating the workings of free 

variation.  Frankly, understanding how to move from these conclusions, which strike me 

as eminently reasonable, to an investigation of a multifaceted perceptual phenomenon 

such as a film, has been a major challenge.  The arguments presented in Experimental 

Phenomenology are crystalline but did not necessarily lead me to understand how to 

use them in another context.  Ihde himself is well aware of this:  “How is one to move 

from simple and abstract phenomena to more complex and ‘real’ phenomena” (124; 

Peking 16)?  In short, what would “variation” mean in the context of a study of the 

experience of fantastic, sensational films?  Description appears to be straightforward, as 

is thematization, but how to move from this to the next step of variational play?  What 

would multistability mean in the context of a sound effect or a spectacular robot?   

Fortunately, Ihde’s development of postphenomenology provides an answer.  As 

I have described, Ihde’s own preoccupation has been with exploring the role of 

technology in human culture; his method has grown up around this inquiry.  A critical 

step in understand came, for me, with a set of examples Ihde gives in 

Postphenomenology and Technoscience:  The Peking Lectures.
8
  In his first chapter, Ihde 

outlines the examples I have just given above, plus a third, and then in order to 

demonstrate how variational practice would function in an experiment concerning a 

phenomenon within the cultural-material lifeworld, he turns to an ancient technology:  

the bow and arrow.  He gives three examples from three different cultural-temporal 

sites:  the English longbow (used to devastating effect at the Battle of Agincourt), the 

Mongolian horse bow, and Chinese archery artillery.  Again using simple drawings to 
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assist in making his points, Ihde demonstrates how each style of bow is a variation on a 

relatively common shape and a certain application of physical engineering principles.  At 

the same time, he draws attention to the bodily specifics of the technology by 

describing the physical position and specific motions required for its use, as well as its 

particular cultural-historical meaning.
9
  Of course, exhausting all the possible variations 

would be impossible but, again, the importance of using variational technique is that it 

includes “considerations of the materiality of the technologies, the bodily techniques of 

use, and the cultural context of the practice” (Peking 18-19).  At the very least, Ihde 

affirms here that “multistability” is a facet of both abstract constructs and concrete 

practices (“Postphenomenological” 6). 

From this more culturally-oriented series of examples, I learned several things in 

terms of how variational practice might work for my own project.  First, variational 

practice enables true understanding of the things “in themselves.”  I began to see what 

makes phenomenology, whereas it is possible to mistake such discussions for a 

historical investigation like any.  Second, I observed that these examples are deeply 

grounded in specifics, which appeals to the cultural historian in me.  Third, I began to 

see how it is possible to analogize from one field of cultural practice to another, from 

the shape of a given experience to another experience that has a similar shape, a similar 

structure.  Putting this into the context of media studies, I began to envision a method 

that would enable me to put my generalist tendencies to good use.  I could foresee a 

combination of subjective narrative (not unlike ethnography), classical philosophy, 



103 

 

contemporary political theory, psychoanalytic theory, technology studies, history, and 

textual play.   

By way of further examples that elucidate the meaning of variation, I refer now 

to an issue of Human Studies (with an introduction by Ihde), in which a series of 

postphenomenological essays demonstrate variational practice in the contemporary 

scientific lifeworld.  One essay by Robert Rosenberger focuses on a problem of 

interpretation of images of fossilized water courses on Mars produced by NASA’s Mars 

Orbiter Camera (MOC).  These are perfect examples of images produced by mediation; 

indeed, these are things that cannot be seen without the mediation of technology.  The 

MOC takes snapshots of such data as variations in heat traces and measures the relative 

height of certain geological features; this data is technologically interpreted and 

transformed to create an “image” of Mars’s surface.  Similar to a molecule, positron or 

blood cell, these are things that we cannot look at directly; in some cases, these things 

do not exist necessarily in the form we envision.  The MOC images are a perfect example 

of a type of seeing enabled by technology.  In Rosenberger’s article, he summarizes a 

debate between scientists that amounted to asking the question:  “What are we 

seeing?”  Were the images showing a river delta or a dried lake bed?  This ability of the 

same information to produce different, equally coherent or stable interpretations 

depending on who was looking is held out as an example of multistability.  Rosenberger 

suggests that various “axes” of multistability relate to the different cultural or social 

contexts of those doing the interpreting.  For example, those who are just beginning 

their careers as scientists might use a “training axis” (67) while in the case of the 
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scientists looking at images of Mars, he suggests a “debate” axis.  Similarly, in a second 

paper from the same collection, Cathrine Hasse examines the different interpretations 

offered of certain technologically mediated images of subnuclear particles, 

differentiating the interpretations (or hermeneutic strategies) according to whether 

scientists are trainees, experimenters, or non-professionals.  Again, the descriptions 

provided are equally valid interpretations of what is perceived, equally coherent 

“multistable perceptions” (51).  

With the insight provided by these essays, I am prepared to consider how 

variation, and ultimately, reduction, might work with the material gathered in my film 

screenings.  At the outset, I must acknowledge that while each screening and discussion 

manifested a number of potential themes, I have had to limit my investigation in 

Chapters Four, Five and Six to only one theme each, because the process I undertake in 

relation to just one such was sufficient to generate much discussion.  However, I believe 

that the theme I chose in each case is an important constituent of embodied sensation 

in fantastic films.   In Chapter Four which deals with spectacle, my emergent theme is 

the physical experience of awe, often described in terms of beauty.  In the following 

chapter, I focus on less pleasant sorts of sensations; accordingly, the theme is the 

experience of a thrill created through a sense of risk, particularly a sense of risk to the 

body through encounters with the skin, interference with breathing, or penetration of 

key areas such as the head.  In Chapter Six, I focus on way that film music gives rise to 

multiple, overlapping relations and the implications of this for a phenomenological 

interpretation of fantastic film music.   
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Description of these themes encompasses other reception contexts such as 

discussion groups, fan sites, and critical reviews.  The types of material to be found here 

include descriptions of initial and subsequent viewings, as well as broader contexts of 

reception, even fan production.  However, the process of variation also takes me 

outside the usual sources for studying reception into other artistic or cultural fields in 

my search for similar structures of experience.  For example, in Chapter Four, I treat the 

experience of a beautiful image of outer space as akin to a tourist’s aesthetic 

appreciation of a landscape.  In Chapter Five, I research other contexts in which an 

experience has an effect upon a viewer or receiver that could be considered a feeling of 

physical vulnerability.  Although I have no hope of being exhaustive, the benefit of these 

excursions is to permit me to reconsider and modify my original theme until I am 

prepared to generate an invariant, which I then submit to the third step as described by 

Sobchack – the phenomenological interpretation. 

 

Step Three:  The Interpretation 

 

 Sobchack parses this stage in terms of four different “moments,” not necessarily 

to be viewed as steps executed in a particular order:  1) Finding the reversible structure 

in the invariant (Address 46); 2) Paying attention to the intersubjective in consciousness 

(Address 47); 3) Seeking an aspect of the experience that might be pre-conscious; and 4) 

interpretation of the interpretation (Address 47), which is to say that there should be a 

final stage of reflection about what has been discovered and on one’s own process.  I 
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would argue that these steps could be synthesized to a statement that the first and last 

requirement of the phenomenological process must be to recall the commitment to 

phenomenological precepts:  embodiedness, embeddedness, and reversibility.  This 

entails some final reflection on how the phenomenon is actually experienced in the 

context of the lifeworld (Address 47), a regrounding in the imperative of the things “in 

themselves.” 

To give a very brief example of how this final step might unfold, I will use a 

specific, intersubjectively verified experience:  “The light saber is bad ass!”  As self-

evident as this may seem, I can show, by a phenomenological process, that the 

“badassness” of the light saber is linked to embodiedness, although this is not to dismiss 

the importance of memory and nostalgia.  In one of my consultations, there was lengthy 

conversation about the “coolness” of the light saber.  There is no question that for some 

a significant element of nostalgia surrounds this particular cultural “artifact” yet a broad 

agreement persisted that the sound of the light saber is “cool” and “very badass” – the 

reasoning being, in part, that the light saber itself is rather an exciting object.  However, 

something about the sound itself contributes to the bad-assedness; pressed for more 

detail, the consultants were able to identify their pleasure in the humming sound made 

by the light saber, and the “Doppler effect,” i.e., the way the pitch and frequency 

change as it slices through the air.  During a conversation about this with a colleague 

(Scahill, Personal Discussion), we decided that the “coolness” of the sound has to do 

with “hearing” the sword cutting the air.  Encountering this experience of sound, we 

perceive (and remember perceiving) air becoming thick, parting and separating before 
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the electrical heat of the laser sword.  Part of the pleasure, then, is synaesthetic (or 

“intermodal”) in nature, in that the light saber allows us to “hear” something that is 

usually neither heard nor seen, that is generally experienced via touch.  Therefore the 

“coolness” of the sound is derived from our existence as creatures with skin and eyes 

and ears (in other words, a body), for all these are what enable us to appreciate the light 

saber experience.   

At this point I might reflect:  Am I claiming this synaesthetic pleasure as a 

universal experience?  Yes and no.  In a sense I am arguing that this way of perceiving 

the light saber is available to be “had.”  This does not mean having to shut off other 

ways of perceiving, such as nostalgia, or a shared sense of fandom, or merely of being a 

member of a sci-fi viewing community.  At the same time, we experience such sounds as 

pleasurable precisely because they invoke an aspect of our normal perceptual apparatus 

of which we are usually unaware.  By putting forward such potential truth, I am more 

than prepared to accept criticism and disagreement, for this, too, is a part of 

phenomenological model.  The quest for phenomenological knowledge is open-ended – 

yet it does permit one to seek, or intuit, some things.  For example, I am convinced that 

even people who do not identify as fans of the fantastic will go to see movies like 

Transformers, Saw, and Fellowship of the Ring (as box office results attest) because they 

know or believe that something is powerful about these films, something that they seek 

to access.  It is not merely the pleasure of cognitively working through a story.  I contend 

that they go expecting something “cool” and “badass” and though they may be, at 



108 

 

times, unable to articulate it completely, they are having a sensational genre 

experience. 

As I turn to Chapter Four and to the phenomenon of pleasurable spectacle, my 

objective is not only to present a phenomenological description and interpretation of 

this aspect of fantastic film, but to continue my meditations on method, as it is only in 

the context of these case studies in application that I can begin to see clearly what it 

means to use phenomenology.  Chapter Five will continue this methodological 

experiment while exploring “unpleasurable” spectacle, while Chapter Six will turn to the 

experience of fantastic film music. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Endnotes 

 

                                                
1
 At Ihde’s seminar in Postphenomenology at Stony Brook, New York, some of the guest 

speakers have included Donna Haraway, Bruno Latour, Herbert Dreyfus and Sandra 

Harding (Peking 5). 

 
2
 As I explain at length in Appendix One. 

 
3
 To the best of my knowledge, the term “consultant” has yet to be used in relation to 

participants in ethnographic or audience studies.  Thus I will lay claim to it.  I see it as 

especially appropriate to research contexts in which the researcher is one among a 

group in a discussion, not so much an interviewer or focus group leader.  In my 

screening sessions, I saw myself as “consulting” with a group of people with similar 

tastes to mine, to discover if or how much agreement there was between us. 
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4
 This is not to deny that “unpleasurable” film experiences can very often be 

pleasurable.  At this point, the term seems the most useful umbrella for a group of 

experiences that could be variously labeled as anxiety-producing, jarring, frightening, 

horrifying, loud, grotesque, nauseating, etc. 

 
5
 This is the Stage/Pyramid/Robot: 

 

 

 
 
6
 The Necker Cube originated in 1832, first published by Louis Albert Necker: 

 

 
 
7
   For the first viewing of Ihde’s Stage/Pyramid/Robot, we must adopt “a sort of balcony 

position from which the viewer looks slightly downward at the stage.”  Then later:  

“Perhaps it is a Mayan pyramid in Central America!  In this case the plane surfaces 

change appearances:  the center, upper surface is now the platform on top of the 

pyramid, and the other surfaces are the downward sloping sides.”  And finally with 

respect to the headless robot:  “In this case what was previously the platform of the 

pyramid now becomes the robot’s body.  The bottom line is the earth on which the 

robot is walking and the other lines are its arms and legs, and – because it has no head – 

it uses crutches to navigate” (Peking 12-13). 

 
8
 In fact, I emailed Ihde at one point to ask for assistance in making this leap.  He 

helpfully supplied me with an unpublished paper he had written that incorporated the 

very examples I am about to give, and this indeed made a difference in my grasp of 

variational practice. 

 
9
 As here in relation to the English longbow:  “ One famous battle often referred to in 

European history is that of the English versus the French at Agincourt.  This battle was 

one not only of nationalities but of technologies – the French preferred the crossbow, 

the English the longbow.  Both were powerful weapons, but while the crossbow was 
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somewhat more powerful, it was slow compared to the rapid fire capacity of the 

longbow.  At this battle, 6,000 bowmen withstood and prevailed over 30,000 infantry 

and knights.  Consider now the material technology, the bodily technique, and the social 

practice of the longbowmen:  the bow was made of yew, about six feet or two meters 

long.  It was held by bowmen in a standing position, and the bow was held out front in a 

stable position.  The bowstring was pulled back toward the eye of the soldier, with four 

fingers on it, and released when the aim was proper.  Arrows were available  either in a 

quiver or stuck in the ground, and firing was fast” (Peking 16-17). 
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Chapter IV.  The Perceptacle Spectacle 

 

Looking at an image seems to go beyond a purely optical disembodied 

contact and has other senses filling it with texture. 

 

Olga Belova, “The Event of Seeing:  A Phenomenological  

Perspective on Visual Sense-Making” 93  

 

 

Sound has been in three dimensions for a long time. 

 

James Cameron, in “More Avatar Sound:   

In Depth Profile with Chris Boyes.” 

 

 

 In Chapters Two and Three, I wrote at length about the theory and implications 

of phenomenology, not to mention the challenges inherent in coming to understand 

and apply successfully an existential phenomenological system.  Simultaneously, I 

sought to express my process of understanding phenomenology in terms of a narrative:  

the story of how I come to apply this system to an investigation of sensation in fantastic 

film.  In truth, the understanding of phenomenology has been more akin to “circling” 

than “proceeding,” but with each revisiting of a given concept, I have found that my 
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grasp is just a little more sure.  However, the narrative of understanding is not yet 

complete, for as the experts insist, I have not understood phenomenology until I have 

“done” it.  As I pursue implementation in this chapter of a phenomenology of what I 

provisionally refer to as “pleasurable spectacle,” I will indeed circle back to some of the 

issues previously discussed, most pertinently, those issues I highlighted in relation to the 

steps of description, reduction (which includes thematization and variation), and 

interpretation.  The case studies I undertake in this chapter, as well as the following two, 

are investigations of three dimensions of fantastic film but also, equally, studies in 

applied, experimental phenomenology.   

 The topic at hand, then, is pleasurable spectacle – which is to say, those parts of 

the experience of fantastic film that we tend to refer to as spectacle, and which are 

enjoyable as such.  At the outset, it seems necessary to acknowledge a linguistic issue 

with this word, in that its normal definition and etymology quite obviously reference a 

visual regime.  From the Latin spectare (to look), the word spectacle as defined by the 

Oxford English Online Dictionary denotes that which is created for display, frequently for 

a public gaze.  In the context of media studies, the word does perhaps include 

connotations of aural “spectacle” but given the visual emphasis of the field, it is more 

likely that in most instances the meaning invoked presumes and privileges visual 

content.  I have considered using some neologism to present an alternative and more 

descriptive term of the experiences in question – for instance, I might propose 

perceptacle as a suitable alternative, one that more readily implies all modes of 

perception.  Yet well-founded reasons remain to not replace the word “spectacle” with 
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“perceptacle” from this point forward.  One of these is my belief that it is important to 

avoid excessive wordplay, given that this can be one of the more obfuscating 

characteristics of phenomenology.  Second, in order to be true to the demands of 

phenomenological description, I must not muddle my understanding of the experience 

in question by prematurely replacing a commonly used and well-understood word with 

a term of my own invention.  This is the “price” that  is paid for the initial openness of 

approach required by phenomenology, or as Don Ihde comments:  “[D]efinitions, if 

arrived at all, come quite late, subjecting the initial language of phenomenology to later 

revision and change as the inquiry progresses” (Experimental 31).   Put another way, 

spectacle or “the spectacular,” regardless of its etymology, is how many movie-goers 

would label the experience they have of fantastic film, even if their experience happens 

to include much more than the visual.  Thus, for now at least, I shall labor on with this 

word and its etymological baggage while fantasizing of its replacement.1     

If anything is clear and obvious in relation to spectacle, it is that everyone knows 

it when they see it.  Its presence gives rise to an array of familiar impressions and 

judgments, some contradictory.  I know, and have heard, that spectacle is a feast for my 

eyes, sometimes for my senses depending on who is speaking of it.  Spectacle is often 

the beautiful depiction of environments, past, present, future, and invented.  Spectacle 

is visceral and thus non-rational.  It is something to escape in.  It sucks me in.  It is an 

extravaganza of entertainment.  But it is also “just” spectacle.  It is cheap.  Or it is too 

expensive.  It is consumable and it is worth every penny.  Or it is not worth the eight 

bucks I paid for it – or, as the case may be, the ten or twelve or fifteen bucks. 
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This citation of judgments about spectacle brings to light an immediate challenge 

in attempting a phenomenological description of it.  From a strict Husserlian 

perspective, the goal of the description stage is to “bracket” or suspend the “natural” 

attitude;2 this means to bracket all the intentional contexts that give my world to me 

and me to my world, to close off the very things that allow me to negotiate every day, 

mundane experience (Ihde, Experimental 36; Sokolowski 49).  Ordinary experience is a 

process of continual interpretation, but these interpretations are made anew at each 

instance; they are based upon learning, which permits and requires the reiteration of 

certain judgments about the world; this is true on both the micro level of the individual 

perceiving her environment, and the macro, socio-cultural level.  Nothing is inherently 

wrong with this; indeed, as I demonstrated in my discussion of phenomenology and the 

theory of embodied cognition, this is the very process by which human organisms 

navigate a world that is open and available to them.  To perceive is to interpret a 

universe of material relations; to interpret is to perceive.  In doing phenomenology, 

however, I  am called upon to stem temporarily this influx that constitutes my self. 

Surely this is unlikely, especially in the context of a phenomenon like film.  

Spectacle in fantastic film is nothing if not the product of human culture, human 

learning, and human engineering.  According to Greg Tuck, the experience of spectacle 

always incorporates a conceptual component (250), and what are these concepts if not 

cultural constructs?  How could I recognize the wondrous, filmic spectacle of a 

marvelously detailed, convincing Tyrannosaurus Rex if I had never studied and perhaps 

obsessed over dinosaurs as a child, played with a model T-Rex, colored a picture of one 
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in an activity book, or watched relatively low-budget animations of them on a learning 

channel?  In short, to have generated a list of assumptions about spectacle, to even 

consider how to take a phenomenological attitude to spectacle, I must already have 

some notion of what spectacle is, based on cultural judgment.  Moreover, since my 

focus here is on spectacle as found in fantastic film, I must have already decided that 

some experiences within some films fit that description.  The suspension of all 

judgments in relation to spectacle is an impossibility. 

No easy answer offers itself to this dilemma, except one perhaps, which is to 

accept it as the inevitable situation of any cultural interpreter.  No “beginning place” is 

free of assumptions; any place I begin is merely one point on the hermeneutic circle to 

which I referred in Chapter Three.  To be sure, I can imagine an ideal experimental 

situation (after the Husserlian style) in which I sat in a theatre and viewed hundreds of 

films, maintaining a mental attitude conspicuously devoid of preconceptions, and then 

attempted to describe each experience from start to finish only with reference to what 

is “given” to me, waiting for a theme to emerge – but I am going to surrender to the 

impractibility of this.  The fact is, a lifetime of experience as a movie-goer, cultural 

participant, scholar, and fan is exactly as close to the ideal process as I can come.  My 

experience enables me to summon rather easily a list of remembered experiences of 

spectacle in fantastic film, and I can and do consider these experiences as the very 

things which have been present to me in a phenomenological sense.   

Yet this leaves me with the same problem as before:  how to achieve the sort of 

radical openness bracketing implies.  What is the “natural” attitude in a situation where 
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I am studying a cultural construct (i.e., genre films)?  Reading examples of descriptions 

from Ihde, Robert Sokolowski, and other interpreters of the phenomenological tradition, 

I have agonized about the best way to meet its objectives with reference to fantastic 

films.  These authors do reflect and comment as to the difficulties of this process both 

for themselves and for their students, making specific, practical observations about 

what it means to suspend the natural attitude and pursue a description.  However, in 

situations where students of phenomenology are able (apparently) to put aside the 

sedimentation of the natural attitude, the experiment is almost always a simple 

perceptual exercise.  An example might be “sit on your back porch for ten minutes and 

describe what you hear.”  Note that, even in such a case, what is ultimately described is 

not entirely free of social/cultural learning, nor is this the goal; for example, it is not 

forbidden to recognize that one of the things being heard is a bird, since I could scarcely 

do otherwise upon hearing the sound.  I know that, as a phenomenologist, I should not 

at this point engage in scientific rumination on evolutionary or biological causes for the 

sound of birds, nor should I, as though I were a bird expert, involve myself with naming 

the bird’s species.  These are explanations rather than descriptions.  Aside from avoiding 

such errors, however, how do I describe what is given, what is immediately present, in 

the bird experience?  As I read Ihde and others, the desired outcome of “bracketing” for 

such an experience seems to be to penetrate any assumptions and “truly” describe the 

bird sound in a manner consistent with phenomenological themes (i.e., relational 

embodiment, reversibility) while of course accepting that language is necessary to 

communicate this fundamental experience.  I  might go so far as to say “I hear 
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something making a high-pitched sound, moving quickly through the upper right 

quadrant of my auditory horizon,” but to describe a bird sound without using the word 

or the concept of “bird” seems specious, especially if I also have seen the bird and 

identified it as the source of the sound.  Moreover, as much as such radically non-

judgmental language is possible in the case of the relatively simple “porch” exercise, it is 

far less so in the context of film experience.  Analogizing from the bird to film spectacle, 

I think it feasible and useful, and still faithful to phenomenology, to admit that I 

recognize a bird – or T-Rex, as the case may be.  Accordingly, bracketing requires me to 

realize that I must not rely upon metaphors like “I hear a bird singing” which is the 

product of a sedimented, learned idea, i.e., birds sing.  The objective, therefore, is not to 

suspend all cultural judgments, but to be aware of which judgments to suspend.  The 

very idea of spectacle, as I have shown, is a judgment, but one that I am content to use, 

especially since it holds the connotation of something “merely” perceived.  It almost 

suggests that which is already, phenomenologically, immediately present. 

 But it is also weighted down with cultural baggage, and much of the baggage in 

question has to do with narrative.  To accomplish my description, I must resort to the 

universe of narrative, even if narrative is one of the most profoundly developed and 

sedimented structures at work in the “ordinary” experience of film.  That is, the films 

that I am working with are designed as narrative; they are grounded in its several, 

overlapping  histories.  Yet, as I have been at some pains to argue in earlier chapters, 

narrative as idea, structure and convention is the very thing that obscures the more 

sensational elements of fantastic film within scholarly and popular criticism.3  The critic 
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who complains of the lack of narrative meaning, who notices green screen lines, who 

comments that there is no sound in space because it is a vacuum, or who assesses the 

merits of a 3D presentation even as he/she watches is interpreting his/her experience 

from within the same worldview that tends to structure critiques of fantastic film.  

Indeed, we are all scientists of film to some extent.  The prevalence of documentaries 

and commentaries by visual and computer-generated effects crew have made it 

increasingly feasible to watch with the mindset of an unpaid special effects expert.  But 

when we, as fans or critics, begin to break the film into “how tos” and “what ifs” and 

“shouldn’t haves,” we are distancing ourselves from our experience.   

The challenge of narrative goes deeper still, for these happen to be the types of 

narrative with which I am most familiar, the ones that I have experienced most often.  

As a scholar and fan of these narratives, I must be especially careful to bracket my 

knowledge of them and their construction, not to mention my endless interest in 

interpretation.  In an ideal situation I could completely put narrative aside, but it has 

already been determined that nothing in a lifeworld can ever be ideal.  I will need to 

mention such things as T-Rexes and Banthas and Balrogs.  These phenomena cannot be 

communicated successfully without a narrative context, but I must undertake not to 

have them sing – or roar – prematurely.  In collecting evidence for this project, I have 

often requested, of myself and others, that I and they focus on moments or experiences 

that arose “notwithstanding” narrative, and I have found that this is difficult to grasp at 

first.  When asked about memorable parts of a film experience, people will usually begin 

by volunteering the narrative situations that excited them, pointing to the 
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interpenetration of intense narrative and intense affect.4  Once they understand what it 

is that I am asking, however, respondents can be quite enthusiastic in bringing forward 

their more embodied, sensational experiences.  For instance, in conversation on 

LiveJournal, I have asked for recollections of exciting moments from the Lord of the 

Rings (LOTR)  trilogy (since our shared fandom around these films was the basis upon 

which our relationships originally formed).   Almost without exception, my fellow fans 

initially mentioned moments of narrative extremity, such as when Frodo stands up and 

volunteers to take the Ring to Mordor, or when Theoden delivers his all-but-

Shakespearean monologue prior to the Battle of Helm’s Deep, or when Sam confronts 

Frodo at the end of Fellowship of the Ring (FOTR) (Jackson, 2001).   

I acknowledged the importance of these events and then attempted to steer the 

conversation towards more sensory qualities in the film.  I described a moment in the 

prologue to FOTR when an arrow whips past the elven king Elrond’s face just as he 

shouts a command; I mentioned the sound of the arrow and the way that it violently 

stirs his hair.  One of my friends quickly agreed that she remembered this (“That was 

awesome!”) and then chimed in with more examples of a similar kind.  Two friends 

discussed the early, summer scene in which Frodo meets Gandalf riding in his cart and 

welcomes him to the Shire; they wrote evocatively of the floating seed, cobwebs, or 

insects in the scene.  We agreed that while we did not know what the “floaty things” 

were, they had been noticed and enjoyed (Vshendria, Livejournal.com). 

So it is, despite the challenge, possible to somewhat bracket the effects of genre 

narrative.  Having made all these careful considerations, I am left with the onus of 
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finding within this amorphous category some phenomena that are given to the 

experience of what can be judged as spectacle.  Through my experience of attending 

films, certain phenomena are continuously “giving themselves out to me” as I sit, an 

embodied, relational organism in the theaters.  In fact, these phenomena address 

themselves to me as “self evidently” for perception – hence their recognition as 

spectacle.   

 

Description:  Pleasurable Spectacles 

   

 Strategizing as to where to begin with this description, it has occurred to me to 

use a film around which a certain level of cultural consensus exists in order to generate 

some provisionally descriptive criteria for the presence of spectacle.  Put another way, 

rather than launch myself with a recitation of films that I might select based upon my 

knowledge of genre conventions, I will begin with a film for which is significant 

intersubjective agreement that it is fantastic and it is spectacle.  I do not have to look 

very hard, since as of this writing it has been a mere four months since the release of 

James Cameron’s Avatar (2009), a film that in addition to being a mega blockbuster has 

also been the subject of much popular commentary; no shortage of evidence is available 

here.  Even after taking into account the factors of repeat viewings and the higher ticket 

prices, I feel secure in arguing based upon total revenue that many millions of people 

around the world have seen the film.  Moreover, it seems clear from reception 

discourses comprising media coverage, film reviews, and on-line discussions that many 
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experienced this film as spectacle.5  Just a small sampling of the thousands of user 

comments on the film from IMDB supports such an judgment.  I will not quote at length; 

suffice it to say that, for most commenters, Avatar is “a visual extravaganza” 

(Springsunnywriter, IMDB.com).  Somewhat more expressive, NonSequitur_1 declares:  

“Avatar brings us as close as cinema ever has to actually visiting an alien world. The 

beautiful environs, the exotic creatures and incredibly lifelike natives of Pandora arrest 

the senses, visually, aurally and emotionally” (IMDB.com).  Two thirds of IMDB 

commenters agreed with these sentiments and, as a consequence, considered the film 

good or at least worth the money.  The other third, who disliked or outright despised 

the film, nevertheless agreed that it is – quite blatantly – spectacle.  Indeed, in the 

opinions of these movie-goers, it is the spectacular qualities of the film that mitigate 

against its quality.  To these comments I would add the testimony of my own friends 

and acquaintances who, notwithstanding their ultimate opinions on the quality of the 

film, tended to agree that it looks amazing.6 

 So it is apparent that many experience this film as spectacle.  But of what specific 

moments does this spectacle consist?  At this point, I will defer to my own experience 

which is nevertheless echoed in the other evidence I have assembled.7  That is, I will 

begin at some consensus about the “prettiness” of certain story details.  Primary among 

these are the forests of Pandora with their incredibly rich flora and fauna.  Notable 

especially are the glowing bioluminescent of night time, coming to brightness when 

stepped on or touched.  Characters in the film point out such moments themselves; 

Jake, for example, upon discovering some of the magical (but still natural) properties of 
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Pandoran plants, deliberately touches them, playing with them to enjoy the resulting 

effects.  Similarly, the floating Hallelujah Mountains are marked by characters’ open 

mouths and the pilot Trudy’s comment:  “You guys should see your faces.”  Also, 

depending on how you view it, there is either a series of intense battle scenes or one 

prolonged battle.  The battle scenes are extremely complex, filled with the requisite 

explosions and complex, violent interactions.  A number of impressive creatures bide on 

Pandora, notably the enormous, airborne Toruk, or “Last Shadow” in the language of 

the Na’vi.  In contrast to depictions of the organic are countless examples of technology:  

spaceships, computers, consoles, all manner of war machines.  Even Jake’s avatar is a 

kind of technology, an engineered bio-machine which Jake uses at first to mediate his 

experience of Pandora.  I might add that the film, early on, treats us to an outer space 

vista which is the last we see in the film, but I include this in my list of powerful 

perceptual experiences.  In fact, I consider views of outer space to be a particularly well-

developed form of fantastic spectacle, almost like a required set piece. 

Lest it seem so, the above is not yet description in the phenomenological sense.  

Rather, I have only just begun to establish a basis for choosing the things I will describe 

so as to justify a claim that, as much as possible, I have bracketed the sedimented 

assumptions of what genre spectacle means.  Using Avatar as a test case, I can define 

some initial criteria for the presence of spectacle, which I will then consider in the 

context of other films.  These further examples will be presented in terms of narrative 

locations; recalling that my goal is to suspend interpretation or explanation, I will 

restrict myself to what is essentially a list, based upon my own filmic experience.  I will 
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not offer interpretations or explanations of the role of these elements within the genre 

narrative, other than to observe that they are very much present.  I will not, at this time, 

elaborate upon how these things are experienced.  In pursuing description, I must recall 

that the first principle must be to avoid explanation as this is a primary mode by which 

critics and fans often speak about these films.  This is what it means, I think, to bracket 

the natural attitude in this context, or at least, it is a proximate goal.     

A critical reader may have noticed that everything I just described in relation to 

Avatar tends towards the visual.  Insofar as this is true (but not entirely, as I shall 

explain), it is not only justified but a necessary manner of approach to the descriptive 

process.  I find that, at least at the outset, the most practical option is to list some 

recognizable sources of spectacle while maintaining a distinction between the visual and 

aural.  As I offer examples from a number of films in the following pages, I attend to 

visual and aural content; however, I am presenting them as discrete streams of 

experience.  To be sure, this is contrary to what I want to achieve ultimately in terms of 

the experienced sensory synthesis of spectacular phenomena.  However, after 

consideration I again consider it constructive to take this approach for a couple of 

reasons.  First, I think I must begin with what is more familiar within film criticism (the 

visual, the narrative), and then in subsequent passes, like peeling back the layers of an 

onion, go deeper into the more neglected areas of film experience – sound, and other 

sensory experiences.  By the end, I hope not only to have established a set of descriptive 

criteria that will sustain my next attempt at description (in Chapter Five), but also, and 

of critical importance, I want to be able to identify those parts of my experience that are 
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distinctively and truly visual, for these never cease to be a part of the embodied 

experience of film.   

My second reason for engaging separately with sound and sight at this stage is 

that it seems an appropriate strategy to achieve descriptive thoroughness.  I do not 

mean to reinscribe a division of the senses.  Rather, I adopt Ihde’s term “relative focus” 

(Listening 61) to indicate the strategy of switching between specific but not separable 

dimensions of our experience for the purposes of description.  As much as we 

experience phenomena as a perceptual synthesis, it is necessary to make such 

distinctions at this stage.  In focusing on one dimension, another may move to the 

“fringe” but this does not mean that I consider the experience itself to be composed of 

these detached streams of input running in parallel.  My goal is to reunite the aural and 

the visual as I move into reduction and interpretation.   

Having said this, I would like to note that, in many instances, the apparent 

visuality of film phenomena is due more to our habits of thought (sedimentation) than 

any inherent quality of the thing perceived.  If I list the T-Rex of Jurassic Park as 

spectacle, a tendency is to assume that I am speaking of the appearance of the T-Rex – 

its enormity, its detail, its sharp teeth and claws, and its footprints.  But, of course, “T-

Rex” also means the sounds of the T-Rex, such as its inimitable roar, the sounds of large-

scale destruction in its wake.  Beyond these noises, I have always found most 

memorable and exciting the particular sound of the impact tremors made by the T-Rex 

as it nears, a distant rumble that grows heavier and more menacing with each step.  So 

the spectacle of the T-Rex is not just a presentation to the eyes; it is something 
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presented to the ears, and the entire body too, for the sound and sight of the T-Rex 

affects us bodily in more than one way, the most obvious being the possibility of feeling 

those impact tremors as tremors. 

A final consideration:  I must reiterate that the phenomenological descriptions I 

seek herein are not of entire films, nor moreover of genres; rather, the descriptions are 

of the sensational qualities that contribute to film-goer expectation, the experiences 

that can arise from the films.  Accordingly, my list of sensational moments is not 

intended as exhaustive.  Also, I have consciously set aside certain kinds of spectacle to 

be treated in subsequent chapters, and my focus here will be on those elements that 

are visually and aurally extraordinary in a more or less pleasurable fashion.  Patently, 

some types of spectacle would not fall under this heading, such as forms of spectacle 

that may be classed as “unpleasant” (generically associated with horror).  These will be 

the topic of Chapter Five.  Also, I have set aside the special form of spectacle that arises 

with film music, for Chapter Six. 

From my cursory description of the spectacle of Avatar, it appears that many 

elements of spectacle can be provisionally clustered around certain ideas:  First is a 

prevalence of what might be called panoramas.8  These incorporate many varieties of 

landscape but are certainly not exclusively to natural environments.  It is true that many 

displays of composed beauty involve depictions of land and nature, often entirely 

fantastic but nevertheless recognizable as landscape (Pandora is a paradigmatic 

example); nevertheless there are many other types of panorama.  I, for one, greatly 
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appreciate the common and extraordinary images of outer space frequently found in 

sci-fi.   

Second, and somewhat in contrast to the panorama which connotes vision for 

the most part, are motion displays, of which the battle sequence is a pre-eminent 

example.  Other examples of spectacles that are pleasurable in their uses of motion 

would include the capture and taming of the Pegasus [Clash of the Titans (Leterrier, 

2010)], the rampage of a T-Rex attack [Jurassic Park (Spielberg, 1993), Jurassic Park:  The 

Lost World (Spielberg, 1997)], or the high speed flight of a man in a high-tech, metal suit 

[Iron Man (Favreau, 2008); Iron Man 2 (Favreau, 2010)].  Such scenes involve a great 

deal of movement, both of the camera and the many objects/people/shapes on the 

screen.  This movement is also expressed through sound; a bullet whizzing across the 

vista is apprehended not so much through the visible display of the bullet’s motion as by 

the traverse of sound through the theater.   

Third are technologies of many different sizes and purposes; again, these 

phenomena consist of both image and sound.  Fourth are creatures, which can include 

the organic, inorganic, and supernatural.  Fifth, and finally, is what I will call ephemera.  

These are phenomena whose temporal extent ranges from miniscule to merely brief 

moments that are striking to me in some way; they are the details, as particular as the 

shade of blue in an elven gown or the glint off Darth Vader’s helmet.  No doubt, the 

complete enumeration of such phenomena would be a highly subjective affair, but I 

have discovered that when mentioned to a fellow movie-goer, they may turn out to be 

experienced almost in common.  The moment I described above, of the arrow whipping 
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by Elrond’s face in FOTR is an example of the ephemeral.  A relatively minute gesture 

within nine hours of story which had seemed to me quite personal turned out to be 

familiar to others. 

It should be quickly evident that many elements of a fantastic film can fit into 

more than one of these categories; the robot, for instance, can be both technology and 

creature.  The abovementioned vicissitudes of Elrond’s hair are a part of a vista in the 

land of Mordor at the foot of Mount Doom upon which a battle is unfolding, filled with 

orcs, elves, and men, each with their specific armor and weapons.  As with the 

separation of visual and aural content, these temporary and somewhat artificial 

divisions are useful.  These categories (panoramas, motion-displays, creatures, 

technologies, ephemera) are provisional, created solely to assist me in moving from a 

description of spectacle in one film (Avatar) to other fantastic films, and to do so in a 

manner true to the phenomenological objective of bracketing.  Since I do not intend to 

hold them out as definitive of genre spectacle, I do not consider the overlap to be a 

problem.  Indeed, it is an appropriate reflection of the complexity of the phenomena. 

Turning to panoramas, then, my mind spins with examples both mundane and 

alien.  The Matrix and Matrix: Reloaded (Wachowski and Wachowski, 1999, 2003) have 

their Machine City and their Zion, their compositions of shadowed urban corners and 

alleys, their green-tinted skyscrapers.  The LOTR trilogy is one vista after another:  

mountains, plains, volcanoes, swamps, cities and underground ruins, and, of course, the 

Shire with its impossible greens.  In The Mummy (Sommers, 1999), an ancient Egyptian 

city is reconstructed in detail.  The Star Wars series is a parade of environments, each 
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realized in vivid detail; one of the most striking, in Revenge of the Sith (2005) is a planet 

(seen only briefly) that features luminescent, multicolored flora, resembling nothing so 

much as a Dr. Seuss illustration.  And, as I hinted above, an endless number of outer 

space panoramas, featuring star-studded darkness contrasting with planets both real 

and imagined, can be found, most famously in the Star Wars movies, in the Alien series 

[(Scott, 1979), (Cameron, 1986), (Fincher, 1992), (Jeunet, 1997)], in 2001:  A Space 

Odyssey (Kubrick, 1968), in Sunshine (Boyle, 2007) in Event Horizon (Anderson, 1997), 

Contact (Zemekis, 1997), Stargate (Emmerich, 1994), the Star Trek films [(Wise, 1979), 

(Meyer, 1982), (Nimoy, 1984), (Nimoy, 1986), (Shatner, 1989), (Meyer, 1991), (Carson, 

1994), (Frakes, 1996), (Frakes, 1998), (Baird, 2002)], and about a thousand other films.  

Within these panoramas are other, smaller panoramas, the innumerable celestial 

objects as viewed from outer space:  planets, suns, asteroids, nebulae, the occasional 

supernova.  First and foremost was our own blue marble; then were the moon and the 

rest of our solar system – Jupiter, Mercury, Saturn and the “bloody stew” of our sun.  

Suddenly in 1977 (Star Wars), we were presented with two suns, and dusty yellow 

Tatooine; later, Hoth (1980) almost pure white with thin threads of blue; and Coruscant 

(1999), encrusted with sparkling urban structures. 

Other panoramas are more down to earth – such as the wintry, Carpathian 

landscape encompassing Dracula’s castle in Bram Stoker’s Dracula (Coppola, 1992), the 

outright Arctic frigidity of The Thing (Carpenter, 1982), the Deep Blue Sea’s (Harlin, 

1999) and Jaws’s (Spielberg, 1977) oceanscapes, and the jungles of Anaconda (Llosa, 

1997) and The Ruins (Smith, 2008).  Some displays, too, are smaller in scope and unique 
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to the narrative setting, such as the interiors of the Overlook Motel in The Shining 

(Kubrick, 1980).  Again, some panoramas have panoramas within them, as in the form of 

specific structures, both human and alien; consider the urban scapes of Batman (Burton, 

1989) and Batman Returns (Burton, 1992), films that comprise so many different yet 

striking  structures:  a derelict church, a neo-gothic temple for city hall, a monstrous 

factory; the Bridge of Khazad-dum within the wider spectacle of the Mines of Moria 

(FOTR); Minas Tirith perched over the massive plain of Gondor (ROTK); and the Tree of 

Souls as just one more wonder on Pandora (Avatar).  Blade Runner (Scott, 1982), which 

features a city filled with architecture strangely old and new at the same time, gives us a 

long moment to contemplate the Tyrell Corporation headquarters; it, too, is a structure 

that appears simultaneously ancient and futuristic.  The Fifth Element (Besson, 1997) 

presents still another version of futuristic cityscape, this one cluttered and shiny; within 

this panorama, each building is a contributor to the dazzling whole. 

To consider the sounds of panoramas is slightly counterintuitive since the latter 

phenomena are defined largely by spatial qualities – i.e., visible phenomena have a 

visible presence in space, with the appearance of perceptual boundaries that give them 

shape and location – while the connections between sound and spatiality are presumed 

to be weak.  Ihde, in his phenomenology of sound, notes that our sedimented 

assumptions about sound include a general impression that sound is a constant “flux,” a 

quality that gives it a strongly temporal flavor (Listening 57).  It is the assumption of the 

non-spatiality of sound which has simultaneously led to a sense of it being “weaker” 

(58); this longstanding, traditional analysis of sound is a reflection of the visual 
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(objectivist) emphasis in western thought.  To reverse these assumptions about sound is 

thus to reverse much of the mainstream framework regarding perception and visual 

consciousness, which is why a shift of relative focus, to sound, not only implies a shift of 

attention but a shift to an alternative philosophical method.  It implies, even invokes 

phenomenology, since the horizon of vision is invisibility and “listening makes the 

invisible present” (51).  This is a phenomenological insight that can only be approached 

through phenomenology.  Ihde suggests that a closer description of sound must, at 

least, attend to its spatial qualities.  Upon reflection, I can apprehend that sound has a 

direction and a shape; a given sound, while blending into a continuity, can have a rise 

and fall and fade.  Sound, too, can give shapes to me, although my ability to recognize 

these shapes is not well developed.  Generally, humans only develop this capacity when 

they suffer from blindness.   

Put briefly, each panorama “sounds.”  Depending upon the location, it can be 

filled with the sounds of technologies, creatures, and events; individually and 

collectively, sounds have a role in the bringing to presence the visible phenomena by 

providing an orientation for my body in its relation to what appears on screen, while 

also describing things to my perception that are not visible on the screen.  They sketch 

space in a way that is bodily felt but not always visible.  Sound suggests the size, volume 

and weight of the panorama; with sound, the panorama will frequently extend well 

beyond the boundaries of the frame.  The sonic space, both visible and invisible, is filled 

with numerous species of beeps, bleats, squeals, warning noises, proximity detectors, 

hums, rumbles, blasts, and even robotic voices.   
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As to motion-displays, fantastic film is again endlessly rich in case studies.  One 

recent type is the “transforming” scenes in both Transformers (Bay, 2007, 2009) movies.  

In addition to already being battle scenes in many instances and therefore already 

clustered with people running and firing weapons, explosions, vehicles racing and 

overturning, the scenes of transformation of the Autobots and Decepticons offer a 

specialized visualization of motion:  a radio becoming a crustacean-like spy; a car 

becoming a gigantic, walking, talking robot, and so forth.  The details of these 

transformations have been depicted with some attention to laws of physical function 

and yet occur so quickly and smoothly that they fascinate me and beg for a re-watch.  

The LOTR trilogy also offers much in the way of motion display.  It features two major, 

lengthy (within the duration of the film) battles, at Helm’s Deep in The Two Towers (TTT) 

and at Pelennor Fields in ROTK.  Frodo’s wraithworld visions incorporate a dizzying 

traverse as he is flung at high speed toward the eye of Sauron atop the Tower of Barad-

dūr.  A number of scenes are shot in slow motion, which has its own phenomenological 

effect.  Across all three movies we have running, flying, riding on horseback, more 

running, and even riding on Ents (enormous, living, speaking trees).  The Matrix (1999) 

invokes an entire universe characterized by unique motion; most famously, bullet time, 

but also numerous, gravity-defying fight scenes are often presented in balletic slow 

motion.  Then, in films like Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992) and The Exorcist (Friedkin, 

1973) Lucy and Regan are each possessed by something profane, and move in ways that 

seemed contrary to nature. 
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In terms of creatures, the list of possibilities in fantastic film are innumerable.  

They are monsters, entities, technological beings.  They can be organic, inorganic, or a 

combination.  They come from outer space, alternative realities, and sometimes just 

from Planet Earth, a part of nature or supernature.  From LOTR we have Nazgul (also 

known as Ringwraiths, and in two different forms, on horseback and on winged beasts), 

cave trolls, Mûmakil, a Balrog, the Ents; in the Matrix, insectoid, metallic reavers.  Also 

in a futuristic context is the gleaming skeleton of The Terminator (Cameron, 1984) and 

his updated cousin the T-1000 (Cameron, 1991) constructed of liquid metal.  Another 

example of alien life with a liquid quality is the alien as it explores the deep sea drilling 

platform in The Abyss (Cameron, 1989).  In the Mummy series (Sommers, 1999, 2001), 

the mummy himself displays various stages of decomposition and recomposition.  All of 

which is not to mention the robot and the alien, many times over.   

Whatever the budget, in almost any given fantastic film, the creature is a thing to 

be contemplated in itself, be it with awe, disgust, or amusement.  Many have been 

insectoid, or actual insects, gigantified.  In their more horrific incarnations, aliens or 

viruses mutate and transform human flesh [The Thing, Leviathan (Cosmatos, 1989), 

Alien].  In some cases, the alien truly defies naturalistic categories, such as in The Mist 

(2007).  Early intruders in this film are mainly reminiscent of bats and bugs, but the final 

visitors are wholly other.  I would even consider as a creature such mundane presences 

as Gandalf’s steed Shadowfax; while “only” a horse, it is as much to be contemplated as 

the spindly alien visitors that arrive in the conclusion of Close Encounters of the Third 

Kind (1977).  As Close Encounters exemplifies, some creatures are not frightening but 
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friendly, albeit alien presences; I think here of the Calmari opera in Revenge of the Sith, 

in which the darkness is illuminated by enormous, glowing, liquid, sentient movement 

accompanied by a deep, open-ended musical hum.  To be sure, each of these creatures 

all have their noises.  Chewbacca, if he can be called a creature (most would call him a 

character in the same right as Luke Skywalker or Han Solo), has a most familiar and 

popular way of vocalizing (“I love Chewie!” Susan, Discussion, 1 Oct 2008).  Other 

memorable noises include the cry of the lizard creature ridden by Obi-Wan Kenobi as he 

pursues General Grievous, Grievous’s cough, and, as I have already mentioned above, 

the roar of the T-Rex.     

Continuing to remember and reflect, now on technologies, I note that with outer 

space comes the classic narrative device of the space battle and, from this, a galaxy of 

objects and sound effects.  Of course, each object must explode in a manner according 

to its mass and function.  Similarly, each kind of explosion, laser gun or cannon must 

have its own sound, depending on its size and nature.  The noise of ships include their 

guns, their injuries, often their dying sounds.  In Sunshine, a communications array spins 

slowly on its axis with a sound like a windmill before burning to death under the Sun’s 

heat.  In Star Wars:  Revenge of the Sith (2005), a command ship falls from high orbit 

with a metallic howl.  In the Star Wars series, particularly, are an enormous diversity of 

engine sounds; I find an indistinct pleasure in noticing the distinctions between the 

different-sounding engines of different vehicles and the shifting of what I and my 

respondents call the “Doppler effect” as the ship roars by (Discussion, 1 Oct 2008).  

These differentiations in sound are not necessarily easily articulated, but I would 
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suggest that they are distinguishable according to variations in frequency, volume, pitch, 

and finally, timbre.  Consider the distinctive sound of the Millennium Falcon in the Star 

Wars films, a low, almost lazy hiss with high-pitched, metallic overtones.  Another 

species of ship, across films, serves as home for a crew; sometimes it supports groups 

familial in size, other times an entire city in space.  It is Alien’s Nostromo, Sunshine’s 

Icarus, Star Trek’s Enterprise, and any number of Star Destroyers.  These ships will seem 

to hang in space, moving ponderously, and have a commonality to their engine sounds:  

little audible change in pitch, they are part roar, part hum, smooth and heavy.  The 

sound has an ambient quality that emanates from the entire scene.  Interestingly, if the 

ship is in orbit, I have the curious impression that the deep, ambient hum emanates 

equally from outer space and from the nearby planet.   

Even the most average film may suddenly strike a pose that makes the breath 

catch; it is moments like these that I term ephemera.  These ephemeral moments of 

sensory pleasure may derive from a composition in motion, an object or quality, an 

oscillation or a glimmer.  The Matrix Reloaded (2003) features endless fight scenes, 

within which are momentary tableaus that I favor over the next or the previous.  In 

Bram Stoker’s Dracula, I have always been struck by how Lucy’s red nightgown moves as 

she responds to an evil summons, moving voluptuously through the maze-garden on her 

family property.  The perfect, again unnatural, symmetry of  some compositions in The 

Shining fall somewhere between shock and delight; by contrast, the golden light in the 

bar of Jack’s hallucination, reflected from shimmering brass fittings and décor is a 

moment of ambient restfulness.  In my viewings of Sleepy Hollow (Burton, 1999), I have 
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wallowed with pleasure in its variations on autumn light.  Two particular seconds in TTT  

always stopped my breath, all eleven times I saw it in the theater:  when Gandalf leads a 

company of Rohirrim into the charge against a torrent of Uruk-hai at Helm’s Deep, he is 

a smear of white against a sea of darkness.  Even smaller phenomena, such as are found 

in rich, detailed costumes or ancient ruins, include Count Dracula’s silken, blood red 

robe or a fallen, ancient sculpture in the ruined city of Osgiliath.  In Sunshine, I 

appreciated the space suits of eye-blinding gold.   

Ephemera are, of course, frequently aural; their nature as sound sometimes 

gives them an intensified brevity and makes them additionally difficult to grasp and find 

words for.  In the prologue to FOTR, Sauron is banished with a blast that flattens every 

man and elf on the plain; it is loud and strange, going deeper, louder and stranger as it 

expands, sinking into the theater and into my body.  I noticed this sound, then savored it 

at each viewing; one of my Live Journal friends mentioned the same sound, unsolicited.  

Similarly, I have always enjoyed the effect of the sonic charges in Attack of the Clones 

(2002), like an explosive bang combined with a rubber band snapping.  Something 

fascinates, too, about the contortions of metallic parts in Transformers; a part of those 

sound effects encompasses mere moments on screen, a twist of noise that combines 

electronic and analog components.  I can also recall outer space as holding the sounds 

of voices, transmitted through communications technologies.  They are tinny, metallic, 

distorted voices, but human nonetheless. 

 Thus concludes my entirely brief survey of pleasurable spectacle in fantastic film; 

obviously, it contains the smallest sample of the possible experiences that can be had by 
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a film-goer.  It is my hope that this recitation drawn from some very popular and known 

films, might invoke in the reader a kind of flow of physical memories, if not from these 

specific films, then others that they suggested.  The narrative significance of these 

experiences is, for the purposes of this study, irrelevant.  I say this not because I believe 

that the intensity of these experiences cannot be affected by narrative, but because I 

have made my “relative focus,” in this project, those things that have been neglected 

and ignored and yet matter.  Film narrative does not tend to suffer from a lack of 

attention.   

 

 

Thematizing:  Wonder Before the World 

 

 

 The next step of the phenomenological process, the reader will recall, is 

reduction, while the activities that it requires can be broken down into thematization 

and variation.  As I explained in Chapter Three, variational play in particular is 

considered a critical part of the process, as it is the step that enables me to go beyond 

mere description to an actual phenomenology.  I further elaborated in Chapter Three on 

my difficulties in imagining a way to transfer the examples I had from phenomenologists 

like Ihde and Vivian Sobchack to an application to fantastic film.  As much as was 

feasible in that more abstract context, I explained the process of variation, and how I 

envisioned the application of the variational stage to my own project.  I would not be 

surprised if, despite my best efforts so far, this has not been totally clear.  It is in this 

section that I hope to make the process transparent at last. 
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 My next undertaking, then, is to seek out at least one invariant structure amidst 

the description(s) I have given; this “invariant structure” is just an alternative term for 

thematization, which means to search for concepts or interpretive dynamics that 

reemerge with significant frequency in the experience or experiences with which I am 

dealing.  Hence I am considering commonly expressed ideas, of perhaps a group of 

expressions that could jointly be expressed in terms of one theme.  It is critically 

important, given the ontological commitments discussed at length in Chapter Three, 

that my proposed invariant be expressed in terms of embodiment and reversibility.  To 

this point, I have only occasionally linked the aspects of fantastic spectacle to embodied 

sensation.  It is in the present stage, of reduction, and in the subsequent 

phenomenological interpretation that I shall address embodiment more explicitly, 

connecting my results to important, existential phenomenological themes, alternatively 

referred to as interpretive “moments” by Sobchack.  These are, to reiterate: 1) finding 

the reversible structure in the invariant; 2) paying attention to the intersubjective; 3) 

seeking an aspect of the experience that might be pre-conscious; and 4) interpreting the 

interpretation. 

Indeed a common ground to the spectacular experiences exists, and that is a 

kind of wonder – often, wonder at the beauty of what I perceive but at other times, or 

at times simultaneously, an amazement at what is being presented to me.  This 

amazement is twofold:  first, at the skill, talent, and passion of the people who created 

this, and second, a deeper sense of gratitude that such things can be made and that I 
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have the capacity to perceive them.  I feel a strong affinity with statements like this one, 

from Rick: 

They kind of like paint a canvas that, um, it’s like looking at a painting.  

This is someone’s creation. You know, it may be true? You know it’s 

based in fact, so it kind of mentally fills in the gaps where you can’t 

complete what this would look like and it gives you a good feeling that 

this. . . it looks like this?  It may not completely look like this but this is 

beautiful because somebody else has created this vision for you to look 

at. (Discussion, 19 Sept 2008) 

 

Not to put too fine a point on it, the key word here is awe.9  In some cases, the 

momentous aspects of the narrative events described tinge these experiences, but even 

so I have noticed, over and over, that I find the intensity, the extremeness, the sheer 

awesomeness of the spectacle as something to be enjoyed in its own right.  This has 

been particularly true when I engaged in repeat experiences of a film; in those situations 

I could “filter out” the factor of narrative surprise and truly appreciate the spectacle.  In 

this regard the first three Star Wars films again present an opportune case study since 

by the time I saw these films I already knew the narratives backwards and forwards, 

based on readings of novelizations and comic books.  I knew Episode IV almost scene by 

scene before I ever saw it in the theater.   

The theme of awe is repeated frequently in different venues of reception.  It was 

frequently tangible in the discussion sessions I held, in an energy that could not 

necessarily be captured in the black and white of a transcript.  My informants expressed 

recognized and recognizable pleasure in experiencing (often, reexperiencing) the films I 

had chosen, an enthusiasm for discussion of these films that, again, cannot be 

attributed solely to the effects of narrative.  One of my respondents, Todd, adores the 
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epic space battle that opens Revenge of the Sith (as do I) and has watched it numerous 

times (Discussion, 1 Oct 2008).  Indeed, he attended my screening so he could once 

again have this experience, in addition to experiencing other favorite parts of the film.  

In relation to my screening of Sunshine, Rick elaborated: 

[S]eeing the images of spaceship in the sun, especially the sun and all the 

colors associated with it, it just leaves you kinda with a sense of awe. . . a 

sense of awe that humans can give you and your emotional connection 

with them because you’re looking at something that is just. . . is just 

massive, you have SPACE, you have spaceships, you have things colliding, 

you have explosions, you have colors of the sun and the solar system. 

(Discussion, 19 Sept 2008) 

 

From a slightly different reception context, I find the same thrill and sense of wonder in 

the following quotes from among the many posted comments for the LOTR Trilogy.  

Here is again a palpable excitement and surprise, articulated in terms of astonished 

pleasure at the size of the spectacle.  These feelings are often expressed physically and 

straightforwardly, as here:  “Simply jaw-dropping imagery”  (Fearful of Spiders, 

IMDB.com).  Or, as Allan Houston exclaims:  “It is HUGE! It's on such a mammoth scale 

that you feel breathless watching these beautiful images, these sweeping crane shots, 

this massive view of a mythic world” (IMDB.com).  Just as frequently, users attempt to 

describe their experience in terms as fulsome as the experience itself:  

There are about five particular moments that stick out in my mind and 

gave me that tingle of goose bumps down my spine when I saw them for 

the first time. . . The second moment comes after Frodo's awakening in 

Rivendell, and the third, during the exploration of the Halls of Moria. In 

both moments, the camera pans away from the characters and outward 

into a static shot of their surroundings. The moments make us feel like 

we're turning our heads and gazing at the world around us just as the 

characters do. . . (David D. Lowery, IMDB.com). 
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These film-goers are having a fairly extreme experience that I recognize all too 

well; the experience is one that may be manifested in emotions of euphoria or 

excitement, plus physical tension, shaking, or even jumping at times.  Awe does not 

“make” me shiver; it is the shivering, the aching, the hair standing up.  Certainly, such 

responses are explainable in part due to direct sorts of stimulae, like the power of a 

thump or sound that galvanizes my perceiving apparatus.  “I like when the seats kinda 

rumble a little bit, whenever the bass gets really into it.  I like that feeling.  It really 

works with sci-fi because then you feel like you’re strapped into a seat, in the ship with 

them” (Alan, Discussion, 19 Sept 2008).  But just as often, if not more so, this sense of 

awe is experienced as an amorphous, emotional-physical response to an entire scenario.  

At least two respondents to my Live Journal query mentioned “suddenly” bursting into 

tears at the first sight of the Shire or some other vista.  One stated that she was 

extremely nervous before the film (FOTR), in a kind of shock throughout it, and then 

went home with a migraine, so intense was her experience (Vshendria, 

Livejournal.com).   

The foregoing is to say that, while some visible, palpable responses indicate 

powerfully the presence of awe, these are not the beginning and end of embodied 

experience of fantastic film.  It should be clear by now that, given the model of 

perception that I espouse, any experience of a beautiful or awesome (or ugly) thing is a 

bodily experience, even if there is no physical response that I recognize, no ache or 

tremble.  Even if the film-goer merely sits and stares at the spectacle, this remains an 

entirely embodied experience.  It is constructed from the embodied capacities of the 
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human organism, dependent upon them, called forth by and to them.  The film-goer’s 

basic means of apprehending the film subsist in his/her reversible experience of the 

world.  We are completely woven of material-hermeneutic relations; without these 

relations there would be no film, no spectacle, and no pleasure. 

Having thus identified my potential invariant/theme (the embodied experience 

of awe), I turn to the process of variation.  Recall that this is the most open and creative 

part of the phenomenological project; in fact, it is here that the boundary crossing to 

which I alluded in Chapter Two is most likely to manifest itself, as I will be turning to 

cultural-hermeneutic contexts that are similar but different to the experiences I have 

described.  Thus it is here that my efforts may become the most curious, but also the 

most playful.  Despite the appearance of play, however, this stage is purposeful, a kind 

of necessary “working through” of ideas.  Basically, all the “variations on a theme” to 

follow contain analogous relational moments, to each other and to my original context 

of experiencing fantastic film spectacle.  The physical-relational context is a kind of 

confrontation, an engagement of my embodied senses.  My physical position in relation 

to the spectacle might be considered, at first blush, to be a head-on view of the entire 

scape, but upon consideration it soon becomes clear that the position is inherently 

changeable.  While in some absolute sense I do not alter my physical location (the 

theater), I do enter the space of the spectacle; I can circle it; I can watch from above.  I 

am also physically removed from it; as much as the spectacle engages with my body and 

my body with it, I am not endangered in the same way that the film’s characters might 

be endangered.  Also, I am almost never alone in contemplating the spectacle; my 
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companions may range from sensory annoyances, to comfortable strangers, to well-

known friends.  I perceive that I am experiencing the spectacle in their company, moving 

through it with them.  Finally, it must be noted that the filmgoing situation is one that is 

technologically mediated.  To watch a fantastic film in particular is to have an 

experience that is constructed by, and meaningful through, technology.  In this sense, 

the film is incorporated into my very body; the spectacle I perceive is only available via 

this body. 

To construct a variation upon this scenario, I begin to think about other contexts 

for experiencing a similar relational situation.  For a start, as I was watching and noting 

(on my second or third viewing) the pleasures of Avatar, I was struck by how similar is 

the contemplation of Pandora’s beauties to the watching of some recent, spectacularly 

conceived and executed nature programs, particularly those produced by the BBC.10  

Blue Planet, Planet Earth, and Life are undeniably media spectacles; as has been much 

touted in the media coverage, the BBC has spent unprecedented sums filming these 

series over a period of several years.  The results are no less wondrous than the views 

we have all seen of nebulae and other astronomical marvels provided by instruments 

like the Hubble Telescope.  This is to say that the spectacles of Planet Earth are 

technologically embodied in the same way that film and many other aspects of our 

current lifeworld are technologically embodied, producing percepts that can only been 

seen via mediation.  In Planet Earth, the attack of a shark is slowed down to such an 

extreme that every twitch and flex of muscle is visible; the effect is to enhance the 

impression of the shark’s power in a way that seems merely to make it possible to see it 
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truly for the first time.  Other shots use special lighting, filters, and lenses to make 

visible alien creatures at such depths within the ocean that they have never been seen 

and, moreover, to present them glowing with varied colors, very much like the bio-

luminescent creatures of Avatar.  And despite that the producers of the show are fairly 

transparent that these marvels could not be seen “just” with my eyes, and that we are 

experiencing them with much greater vividness than we would if we were merely to 

visit these locations, a strong impression persists that we are seeing nature as it 

“actually” is.  This reviewer of the BBC’s Planet Earth puts his finger on the same point:  

Nature shows are meant to be educational, but face it: we watch them to 

ogle wild places and cool animals, preferably eating other cool animals.  

We want to be awed. This 11-episode BBC DVD set is organized by 

ecosystem, from deserts to the poles, and the $25 million budget secured 

such awe-inspiring sights as a deep-sea light show by an electrified 

vampire squid. It's a breathtaking window on the earth's vastness and 

most secret corners (Corliss).  

 

Awe before the spectacles of Planet Earth is perceptually the same as awe 

experienced in response to a fantastic spectacle in the theater;  in other words, this 

perceptual awe is an example of the multistable phenomenon within a 

postphenomenological framework (Ihde).  It appears to be something fundamentally 

different than the experience I have before a film spectacle due to experiencing it within 

a different hermeneutic context.  But as a multistable phenomenon, it manifests a 

continuity that is revealing.  In this case, the viewing contexts of each involves a 

different situation of embodiment; whereas we can watch Avatar in the theater, we 

almost always watch Planet Earth at home, likely sitting or lying on the couch.  To be 

sure, there will be variations in screen size from home to home, but in general even the 
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most elaborate home television set-up will be much smaller than the movie screen, and 

the volume of sound is unlikely to approach that of the theater.  Moreover, the 

particular, technologically mediated relationship that I have with a television is not that 

relationship that I have to a movie theater screen.  Still, it is more than possible to 

experience the awe of which Corliss speaks, and more, to be grateful and amazed.  

Placed in an intimate yet distanced relationship to my own world rather than a 

fantastical, entirely imagined one, I nevertheless know curiosity and wonder about how 

it was done, like this reviewer: “Viewers will marvel at how in the world they’re seeing 

what they’re seeing” (Cademartori).  Thus the Planet Earth scenario is just one variation 

on what is a multistable experience of awe, particularly as before an environmental 

spectacle.   

As a second and alternative variation, I consider the generic continuity of sci-fi 

narrative and “real world” space exploration.  For instance, I know that I can access a 

similar experience to watching an outer space narrative by watching the occasional 

documentary about NASA, particularly if at the IMAX theater.  In such a setting, my 

relationship to the screen and sound is even more extreme than for an ordinary 

fantastic film, but I have the same confrontation with immensity, the same sense of 

being physically engrossed.  But I do not wish to limit this exploration of awe to 

instances of media reception.  I do not need to watch a film about a proposed trip to the 

Moon, or to Mars, to experience awe in relation to my solar system; sometimes it is 

sufficient to remain informed about the activities of NASA programs and let my 

perceptual imagination do the rest of the work.  After all, with the arrival of the space 
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age in the 1960s, human consciousness was not far from being able to envision our own 

planet from space.  After the success of the U.S.S.R.’s Sputnik, strained but triumphant 

messages in the voices of men hurled into orbit reported back with wonder, and this 

wonder is culturally expressed through both fiction and nonfiction.  Indeed, the 

depiction of outer space travel in narrative film and the cultural depiction of space 

exploration are part of the same imaginary; there is not such a great difference between 

a shot of Tatooine from space and a shot of Earth from space, for as Ronald W. Hepburn 

claims: 

The human inner life has been nourished by images from the natural 

world:  its self-articulation and development could hardly proceed 

without annexing or appropriating forms from the phenomenal world.  

They are annexed not in a systematic, calculating, craftsmanlike fashion, 

but rather through our being imaginatively seized by them, and coming 

to cherish their expressive aptness, and to rely upon them in our efforts 

to understand ourselves (Hepburn 71). 

 

So the very idea of space travel involves the possibility of “seeing” other planets, and 

most important, feeling ourselves seeing our world from a radical new embodied 

position: from space.  Beyond this, it involves the possibility of putting ourselves in 

imagined contexts that do not technically exist, but could.  Once again, I can again 

experience things I do not otherwise have access to:  Earth, from orbit; a reconnoiter of 

Mars and the planets of our solar system; even a fast tour around the universe. 

Perhaps the prospect of space travel does not similarly move everyone, but for 

those who do engage with this cultural embodiment, it is a physical perspective that 

invokes the experience of awe before nature in an almost quintessential way.  This is 

borne out by reports of experiences by those extreme few who have experienced the 
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more literal embodiment of being in space.  A study that surveyed 39 NASA astronauts 

anonymously found that 97% of the respondents listed a new appreciation of Earth’s 

beauty and fragility as one of the predominant effects of space travel.  In general, 

changed perceptions of Earth were the most common effects (Ritsher et al. 632), and 

this seemed to vary little according to sex or age.  Of those who reported this effect, a 

significant percentage also reported increased involvement with environmental issues 

(631).  These results were echoed in other studies (Ihle et al.) seeking to understand the 

benefits of space travel.  Still another article that studies the memoirs of four well-

known astronauts, including John Glenn and Buzz Aldrin, observes that three of the four 

experienced an increase in feelings of spirituality as a result of the “awe-inspiring” 

experience of travelling to the moon, including the viewing of Earth from space 

(Suedfeld and Weiszbeck C7). 

Comparing myself to an astronaut because I have watched a space movie is no 

doubt fanciful, but I do want to raise the question of how closely my experience of 

Tatooine from orbit in the theater resembles that of Aldrin’s from orbit around Earth.  

Of course I have never stood on the Moon, but both Aldrin and I have had an experience 

of awe built on its unique, perceptual richness.  Although different in many ways, both 

are substantive and embodied.  Importantly for my eventual interpretation, Aldrin (and 

others) was using his perceptual capacities in an utterly new context, one that must 

have encompassed his entire perceptual apparatus as the time.  To the extent that he 

had trained for some of the conditions he would experience, the event was not 

perceptually foreign in every way; still, I am sure that the mixture of established 



147 

 

perceptual skills with a new and galvanizing context engaged all of his embodied self in a 

way that he could never again access.  Perhaps this is one of the reasons that Aldrin, 

unlike the other three whose memoirs were examined, experienced depressive feelings 

in the wake of his Moon experience (Suedfeld and Weiszbeck C7).  Again, I do not want 

to equate myself to an astronaut, but I have also felt a sadness after leaving the theater 

– particularly as a child when “rewatching” was not so readily or easily available – that 

nothing in my life was as engrossing as where I had just been. 

There are more “down-to-earth” experiences of embodied awe; as a third 

variation in this regard, I am struck by the similarity between fantastic spectacle and 

some types of tourism.  Although it is generally assumed that one of the reasons that 

people go to new places is to encounter previously unexperienced cultures and 

geographies, only a few within this field have attempted to study the actual motivations 

of cultural, environmental, and nature tourists.  The available research suggests that it is 

indeed the opportunities for new experiences – new activities, new flavors, new 

landscapes – that are the primary motivators for such tourism.  Whereas cultural 

tourism allows an encounter with a spectacle of art, technology, and social practice, the 

objective of ecotourism is a unique encounter with the natural world (Holden and 

Sparrowhawk).  It may be self-evident, but I think it bears mentioning that the 

encounter is an opportunity for a new perceptual experience; it means the formation of 

new relational bonds drawn from a previously unknown experience of nature.  Li Yiping 

claims a phenomenological bond exists between people and places in the form of 

“geographical consciousness,” and the formation and reformation of such consciousness 
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are primary motivators in tourism travel to other countries (874).  In a genuine 

existential sense, the tourist experience is the pursuit of different and unprecedented 

relations; these relations can arise from the encounter with new landscapes, or it could 

be structured as a fantastic adventure to a far away, exotic places (Laing and Crouch).  

Historically and contemporarily, travelers reference such myths as the Holy Grail, Greek 

histories and poems, and famous explorations of western and arctic frontiers (134).  The 

taking up of these narratives does not just mean that a certain fantasy is at work; it 

indicates also the seeking out of “fresh” things to perceive. 

From the three variations explored above, it becomes increasingly apparent that 

there is an existential bond for many of us between the experience of natural 

environments and the cultural experience of awe.  Indeed, those who plan parks and 

recreation policy assume that people go to parks precisely to have this bodily encounter 

with an awe-inspiring natural spectacle (Chenowith and Gobster).  If nothing else, these 

variational examples indicate that the human organism is predisposed to respond with 

awe to certain kinds of spectacles, and the critical conditions for this response involve a 

perceptual confrontation with an object that is, quite often perceived as beautiful and 

sensationally complex.  Self-evidently, it is part of an intersubjective relationship, but in 

this instance I am tempted to say that the spectacle is like a “super-subject.”  It is not 

some absolute, wholly other such as would lead to an experience of the sublime as 

previously conceived of in western thought, but it is in a substantial way greater than 

myself.  This greater-than-ness is a significant part of the reversible relationship that I 

have with it.  Although reflection after the fact may be a common part of the 
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experience, it is, in the actual moment of its occurrence, a new experience of 

reversibility.  This new, embodied experience relies upon everything that has been 

perceived previously, as the precondition of being able to apprehend the new 

experience, and is thereby experienced as new.  As I showed in Chapter Two, the ability 

to see or hear an object in nature is a function of learning based on our embodied 

cognition, which is to say that never is anything entirely new, but too, never is anything 

entirely familiar.  Each instance of perception is at once a rehearsal of past experience 

and a reimagination of the present.  The two notions interpenetrate each other. 

By making these arguments, I am not proposing anything more astounding for 

human consciousness than the basic functioning of the social animal that we are.  There 

is no magical status for nature; it is simply what it is, and our brains and bodies, situated 

in the world that we have in part created, make of it what we will.  Our ideas of natural 

beauty are “riddled with conceptions derived from painting and poetry such that 

landscape refers ambiguously to parts of nature and representations of nature in 

paintings photography and film” (Kemal and Gaskell 2).  Moreover, an 

institutionalization of natural beauty suggests that there are widely held opinions and 

judgment about what constitutes such beauty:  park systems being a key example 

(Sitney 45).  This means, in effect, “there is wide scale agreement concerning the beauty 

of certain landscapes” (Sitney 45), but this agreement is based on cultural (macro) 

perception that is historically and socially contingent.  For instance, it is clear that ideas 

of natural beauty do vary with individuals and cultures (49); at one time, the general 

opinion of western culture perceived mountains as “horrid wastes.”  I recall a friend 
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who had been raised in a relatively low, flat geographical environment (Southern 

Ontario) telling me that when she moved to Vancouver she at first found the mountains 

oppressive.  This changed, however, as she spent more time there.  Similarly, I have 

always found plains and deserts more harsh than beautiful, which I attribute to growing 

up in the Canadian Shield.  Notwithstanding these differences, there does seem to be 

the capacity in humans at large to respond intuitively with awe to the things we 

perceive as impressive in nature, and much remains in common amongst the different 

geographies.  In other words:  “All are apprehended with a mysterious sense that the 

components (some of them) deeply matter to us, though one cannot say how:  the 

shape of a hill, the precise placing of a stand of trees, or a solitary rock” (Hepburn 75). 

Long before there was such a thing as a fantastic film, one of the major venues 

for human appreciation of natural environments was the landscape painting tradition.  

Despite being considered at one time one of the lowest forms of art, some have 

elevated the measly landscape.  John Ruskin, a Victorian aesthetician, philosopher and 

artist, was highly influential in encouraging recognition for the romantic landscape 

painter J. M. W. Turner (Cosgrove 51).  Interestingly, Ruskin was of the opinion that 

landscapes were meaningless without the presence of that which made the image 

relatable to human experience (i.e., usually some human figure or indicator of human 

culture), but I think he missed the fact that for humans all of nature exists inherently in 

relation to human experience.  This is not a relation of mastery but of interdependence, 

hence:    

an aesthetic appreciation of nature, if serious, is necessarily a self-

exploration also; for the energies, regularities, contingencies of nature 
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are the energies, principles and contingencies that sustain my own 

embodied life and my own awareness. (Hepburn 69) 

 

A necessary, intersubjective relation occurs at the very instant that I contemplate nature 

as presented to me, and it both sensual and mediated.  I have had this experience in 

relation to the paintings of Lawren Harris, Robert Bateman, and Claude Monet, and also 

in relation to the jungles of Pandora, among other locales.  These examples suggest, too, 

that my particular life experiences give me affinities with certain spectacles as opposed 

to others.  For instance, I have always found Lawren Harris’s work especially evocative; a 

member of Canada’s celebrated Group of Seven, Harris’s most famous paintings depict 

the region where I grew up.  When I look at his North Shore, I am standing on that shore, 

even if I am not standing on that shore.  No doubt my personal experience of winters on 

Lake Superior gives a particular sensory resonance to the strong contrasts, the stark 

lines, the winter palette of pale blues, blacks and whites.  I do not actually feel the chill 

of that winter day when Harris sketched this image, but I do “live” there to the extent 

that my sense of my own skin is activated.  I know with my skin what it is to shiver.  

These same affinities predispose me, as a tourist of natural and imagined worlds, to find 

pleasure in Pandora and Middle Earth where another person receiving the same films 

might not find these spectacles pleasurable, or not pleasurable in the same way. 

 

Interpretation:  The Perception of Awe 

 

The time has come to attempt to speak of what is present in fantastic film 

spectacle, particularly as it gives itself to the perceptables of awe.  I wish to reiterate 
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that what I present here is not a textual reading.  I aim to describe here aspects of 

spectacle that are common, which is why I thread this interpretation with congenial 

examples from my screening discussions and other reception discourses.  I would add 

that, although I intend to describe a fully embodied experience (which means inclusive 

of the visual, aural, textural, etc.), I recognize that in order to be true to film experience I 

must appreciate how we can bring our own “relative focus” to the theater.  That is, I do 

sometimes single out a sensory mode as giving me the most pleasure or interest, as do 

others.  It is quite clear here in the comments of my respondent:  “My favorite part 

about all the Star Wars is just sound.  Like I could just listen to ‘em.  ‘Cuz all the music, 

all the different sound effects, just all the stuff put together, it’s just so cool” (Susan, 

Discussion, 1 Oct 2008).  I appreciate and agree with this; in attending a Star Wars film, I 

know that I can look forward to a robust and completely unique bouquet of sounds.  

Indeed, in my experiences of fantastic film it is not uncommon to have almost 

simultaneously enjoyment “just” of the sound along with enjoyment of the entire, 

integrated spectacle, including the sound.  There can be a third, interlaced experience, 

which is enjoyment of or attention to just the music.  In practice, I am sure, it is quite 

common to make these kinds of gestalt switches amidst the whole of the spectacular 

experience. 

As to finding common ground, the pleasurable awe experienced in fantastic film 

seems to be a response to largeness, and particularly, largeness of presence.  To be 

sure, such words have limitations; for instance, it might be assumed that I am referring 

to large objects.  It might be asked, am I referencing largeness in relation to characters 
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in the film or to myself in the theater, and what is the threshold at which things can said 

to become “large?”  My answer is that this sense of largeness encompasses several 

meanings at once.  I could have chosen the word strong instead of large, invoking a 

connotation of perceptual intensity.  But certainly this intensity is comprised of “large” 

things; not just big objects (mountains, ships, T-Rexes) but bigness of movement.  This 

movement must be considered to include the visual and the aural.  As to the largeness 

of sounds, I refer not just to volume but the way that the sound involves me.  In a literal 

way the sound spreads out, filling the theater.  Quite often sound is before me, behind 

me, beside me, moving around me, and in this sense is literally larger than myself.  Also, 

as I have discussed above, sound can shape the invisible, and in this instance the 

invisible can give the impression of exceeding the available space, on the screen and in 

the theater.  Sound is at once voluminous and numerous.   

Sight and sound work in concert to create spectacle; they not only mutually 

reinforce each other but also lend themselves to a tactile spectacle.  We have seen how 

certain displays of textural detail might invoke the presence of my hands to myself, 

making me “feel myself feeling” in the phrasing of Sobchack.  Also, as sound moves 

throughout the theater, I may apprehend “edge shapes” (Ihde, Listening 66) of things, 

not the least of which is my own body.  And certain sounds evoke a self-consciousness 

about my embodied presence through their powerful narrative invocation of death and 

danger, such as the creak-squeak as Harvey’s body, exposed to space, freezes almost 

instantaneously in Sunshine.  Other sounds do not necessarily invoke danger to myself, 

but they remember me to my body in a sudden, poignant way.  Finally, some 
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phenomena strike me with a sense of their hugeness just because they relate to 

situations of things that do not exist or can only be conceived in some human future or 

fantasy universe.  In a way, spectacle is a kind of “imagining out” of alternative 

perceptual scenarios, and it seems that we as humans have a taste for such imaginings 

precisely because they use the mechanisms of perception so completely. 

 Also contained by the perception of largeness in spectacular experience can be a 

sense of vividness, a “realer-than-real-ness.”  That is, when watching massive sensory 

spectacles, I can be struck by the sense of presence of the thing before me.  It is the 

presence of something that I know to be imagined and made up but is nevertheless 

before me in a tangible sense.  Alan, one of my screening participants, gave this example 

in relation to a scene in Sunshine: 

But to actually see someone sitting in front of a bright, white light and 

with yellows and things coming around it. . . that hits me because I see 

bright white as well, coming out of the screen.  And the kinda thinking 

that I’m in the theatre and with this large screen it’s kinda like I’m staring 

at it too. (Alan, Discussion, 19 Sept 2008) 
 

Reading this comment, I am struck by his simultaneous understanding of “film 

watching” and apprehending something that “feels” perfectly real, which reflects my 

own experience of fantastic spectacles; in combination, these factors lend themselves to 

the vividness of which I speak which is part and parcel of what is sometimes called the 

immersive experience, but it is clearly not a loss of awareness.  It is, however, a strong 

awareness of having this.  Of course, the “realer-than-real” effect can vary widely given 

that special effects and reception contexts change over time.  There can also be 

significant variation just in the quality of the effects in a given film.  I have experienced 
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many films from previous decades as inadequate in their presentation of spectacular 

objects because the special effects used are too obviously inadequate from my 

contemporary, post-CGI perspective, but it seems more than likely that in their original 

temporal context these effects were every bit as vivid as Pandora is to me.  I would add 

that I know of people currently who can view older films and experience not a spaceship 

on a string but a spaceship.  Moreover, such differences in perception of “realness” do 

not only pertain to older films.  For instance, quite recently I found the presentation of 

werewolves in New Moon (2009) far from adequate – not convincing, less than realistic.  

I did not see a werewolf; I saw a poor facsimile of a werewolf.  I will not speculate as to 

why the film was produced in such a way as to have this defect in vividness.  My point is, 

no doubt some found the werewolves quite real enough.  Conversely, I would argue that 

the presentation of so many fantastic life forms in Middle Earth and Pandora, and of the 

environments in which they are set, have an almost universal realer-than-real aspect, 

and that this is an effect of perceptual imaginings on which no expense has been spared.  

These environments are presented with a certain richness of color and sound, intensity 

of contrast, and thickness of visual and aural detail that moves them from the realm of 

ordinary spectacle into super spectacle.  It is the combination of all this labor that 

renders these realities with unprecedented vividness.   

Sound, while being a team player within the spectacle, is also a perceptible 

superstar.  Sound literally makes the things seen more real:  the explosions sharper, the 

colors more intense, the creatures more amusing, the technologies more startling.  

Sound gives the movement of objects a texture.  Sound is an essential ingredient and an 
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indicator of a synaesthetic film experience, not only because it means, in a mundane 

way, the addition of another sensory mode.  To reiterate the points made via Ihde 

above, attention to sound transforms the methods that we use to make sense of 

experience.  Working within a visualist objectivist framework, I might become conscious 

of the added value of sound, but once I turn to the phenomenology of sound itself, my 

entire framework for understanding perceptual experience is altered.  A 

phenomenology of sound, for instance, brings to a better understanding the acute 

relationship between sound perception and bodily perception.  Recall my points as to 

how sound creates “shapes,” how it is apprehended not just before me but surrounding 

me; such is the meaning of James Cameron’s comment:  “Sound has always been in 

three dimensions.”11  Further, in his phenomenology of the invisible, Ihde points out 

how sound’s contact with surfaces, while invisible, provides us with an endless stream 

of information about objects in the world; it gives to mute objects a voice (Listening 67-

68).  Once I accept this, it is a short step to wonder whether a similarly embodied 

relationship might not be present between vision and what is seen.  Ultimately, these 

types of insights break down the presumed barriers between all of the senses.  I begin 

to apprehend how the various sensory modes are united in experience, and how much 

of that experience involves cross-modal perceptions.  Something like this insight seems 

to be at work in Rick’s comments here:  “It was interesting to hear the sounds they 

would make up for things that you can’t imagine, such as. . . what do the sun’s rays 

sound like” (Discussion, 19 Sept 2008).  I believe that the same kind of perception is 

operative in some statements from Ridley Scott on the commentary for Blade Runner: 
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The Final Cut (2007).  He speaks of wanting a kind of sound design for the film that he 

describes as “light as sound” or “the sound of light.”  In another place in the 

commentary, Scott mentions a “density” of sound.  In short, as much as the phenomena 

of spectacle are describable in terms of separate streams of sensory input, the 

experience of such spectacles must be entertained as a synthesis of perceptual modes 

that makes it possible to feel a sound or hear a color.  The fact of this perceptual unity is 

a reminder that while I am describing the perception of an image, it is my body that is 

engaging with the image, not just my eyes. 

In a further elaboration of the phenomena of largeness and vividness, I think it 

crucial to acknowledge that one of the components of spectacle is smallness.  Spectacle 

is rendered both spatially and temporally, through visible detail (a spatial characteristic) 

and the brief but meaningful split seconds of streaming perception (a temporal 

characteristic).  It may be difficult to notice a given detail; many are not perceived 

consciously in a first viewing, but even unnoticed they make a contribution.  Self-

evidently, these film experiences are replete with things; the less favorable interpreter 

would call this “clutter.”  Detail includes such concrete specifics as the textures of 

objects, living creatures, costumes, engravings, sculptures, technologies, and endless 

other ephemera.  Detail can also be such moving, changeable things as the texture of 

light, the experience of strong contrasts of color.  It can be just a single color, as 

expressed here by two of my screening participants (again in relation to Sunshine): 

Well, because the colors are so. . . they contrast so. . . this is a pure 

green, this is a pure blue. . . especially to see the color green because it 

differs so much from the other colors it kinda gives you a sense that. . . 
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this is the color of hope, this is the color of life and light plays on the 

green plants than some of those others  (Rick, Discussion, 19 Sept 2008). 

 

Riffing from Rick, Alan adds: 

 

It’s like he was saying, it’s more a feeling of awe.  You don’t really know if 

it’s something you should be scared of because it’s larger than you, so  

that alone is kinda scary, and its kinda like an unknown, and then, 

because they use white instead of reds and oranges, it’s kinda of a 

purifying feeling. . . and peaceful.  Especially when they had. . . the earth 

room?  That everything in there. . . it was pretty white, like the waves 

coming up, it wasn’t blue waves or, you know, brown or green.  It was 

white.  And then when Trey was in there with the birds flying around it 

was just a stark white room with birds flying around, and if he had 

committed suicide, it was like he was trying to find peace (Discussion, 19 

Sept 2008). 

 

It is worth noting that these two respondents are relating some aspects of the colors 

they would have experienced quite briefly; in the first instance, the presence of green in 

the palette of Sunshine is limited and therefore striking.  In the second, Alan is 

referencing two scenes, each of relatively brief duration.  Although the narrative context 

is clearly important, the presence of whiteness is strong enough that it was noticed. 

 The dialectic of the large and the small within spectacle suggests that a critical 

structure to the spectacular experience, and one that makes it engrossing, is the 

combination of contrasting elements.  While single, specific phenomena may be 

spectacles in their own right, it is in the combination and conglomeration thereof that 

spectacle seems to increase in intensity.  Any number of epic battle sequences can serve 

as an example of this:  we experience all at once the environment, perhaps beautiful, 

perhaps rendered ugly by war (but still beautiful), plus enormous creatures 

domesticated and pushed into battle, and/or war machines, each with their respective, 

demoralizing roars.  At the same time will be thousands of individual fighters with the 
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glimmer and clank of their accoutrements, their specific actions.  Each has a face which 

is a further aspect of the visual detail, especially if he/she is more than a CGI extra; even 

if rendered by a computer, they can have their own motion both as themselves and as a 

part of a larger motion of armies.  There will be pools of blood and blossoms of flame, 

cries of pain and triumph, and still so much more, all of this multiplicity adding up to 

one, astoundingly epic perceptacle.  I am experiencing many things and one thing. 

 This structural contrast characterizes the experience also through a dialectic of 

stillness and motion.  Put simply, things remain static for my contemplation and things 

move, and they also happen simultaneously.  Static elements include such things as 

composition:  a long close-up on a single face, a contemplative shot of some new 

creature, and of course, the contemplations of environments or vistas that I have 

discussed.  More dynamic are armies clashing, fast moving vehicles and spaceships, 

bodies fighting, dancing, transforming.  Faces, as much as they can be a static element, 

also move, offering particular twists of expression that can fascinate as much as an 

entirely original creature.12  Moving aspects of spectacle incorporate much of the 

ephemera I previously identified, both in terms of images and sounds; for instance, all of 

the participants in one of my groups noticed and discussed the cries of the lizard ridden 

by Obi-Wan Kenobi in Revenge of the Sith.  Such a sound does not simply sit on the 

screen to be heard, but moves with the character and changes in accordance with its 

spatial position:  running across the screen, holding in place, falling into a deep canyon.  

Other “interesting,” moving phenomena were the various “dopplerized” effects of ships 

in the Star Wars universe mentioned previously as well as the screams of the flying 
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Nazgul in TTT (Violet, Discussion 3 Oct 2008).  Importantly, it is not merely that static 

and moving elements are equally present but that they are intertwined.  I could be 

enjoying the particular shade of light on the worn structures of Minas Tirith, which 

seems initially to be a static thing, but the light will change, casting different shadows 

and altering in minute ways the texture of the stone as objects and people rearrange 

themselves, or the camera moves within the scene; thus what might have been 

described as a static quality is actually in motion.  So again, it is a complex combination 

of contrasting phenomena that is significant to the spectacle:  largeness and smallness, 

static and dynamic.   

A third element of structural contrast in spectacle has to do with the inventions 

of fantastic film that combine the mundane and the entirely original in a creative new 

arrangement of perceptible material.  As I described in my exploration of variations on 

the theme of awe, some things experienced in spectacle are relatively typical, things 

that we are used to perceiving.  Even if I have not been present personally at a battle, I 

do have perceptual references and cues from real world contexts (personal experience, 

books, magazines, news clips, etc.) that do not so much make it possible for me to 

evaluate the “realism” of the related sounds or images (because I am not really in any 

position to do that) but do allow for a palpable difference between them and the sight 

and sound of things that have been invented.  I have always been fascinated by the 

sounds of things that do not exist other than in the film, that had to be invented, no less 

so because the resources deployed in such inventions are, of course, entirely drawn 

from my own lifeworld, both conceptually and materially.  A sound designer called upon 
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to create the sound of a giant lizard creature (such as Chris Boyes for Avatar or Ben 

Burtt for Revenge of the Sith) will naturally consider the size and nature of the creature.  

Does it swim, crawl or fly?  What does it eat?  Is it a hunter or a grazer?  What is its 

environment and what does this environment require in terms of the creature’s 

biological traits?13 All of these questions are then joined with a process of 

experimentation using available material resources.  Boyes, for instance, states that he 

had been collecting sounds of rainforests for years prior to his work on Avatar (Miguel).  

Burtt “discovered” the famous sound of the light saber by dropping pins on dry ice.  In 

the years since the original Star Wars, he has no doubt developed a bank of sound 

components, plus favored techniques for mixing and matching and processing them.  

The sum effect of these quite practical procedures are sounds with a sui generis quality.  

It is this difficulty of identification combined with an obviousness of meaning that gives 

to the sounds created a sense of something “spectacular.”  Our ears and brains and 

bodies read them as something special, which is experienced as an aspect of the 

largeness already identified. 

It should be apparent by now that this is far from a mindless experience, even if 

much of it is being apprehended primarily at the level of micro reflection.  A distinction 

between micro and macro perception (per Ihde) enables me to recognize that my 

perception of spectacle exists on multiple, almost simultaneous levels.  My micro 

perception apprehends the immediate, the sensual: the sensory impact of things on the 

screen and in the theater, things that accrue to my body with its perceptual capacities 

just as they are.  It consists of the experiences of things like shape, color, light, motion, 
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texture, placement, all those elements that might be said to be “prereflective.”  At the 

same time, my macro perception names aspects of this experience, using my extremely 

diverse life experiences, genre preferences, academic, aesthetic, personal, and fannish 

commitments, and, finally, anomalous opinions.  The macro consists of my recognition 

that this conglomeration of color and shape is a black cape – Darth Vader’s cape, in fact, 

and one of a number of capes worn by film villains.  These aspects of perception are not 

temporally separate; they occur simultaneously.  Even so, I can recognize the micro and 

the macro, each in its own right, as part of the combined, ongoing stream of experience.  

To say that these aspects of spectacle are “prereflective” is not to say that aspects of the 

experience occur “despite” judgment. 

Although the pleasurable experience of awe in response to spectacle has often 

been drawn from similar kinds of narrative and extra-narrative contexts, yet a historical 

and cultural contingency exists to it.  The advent of 3D is a perfect case in point.  As I 

have discussed regarding Avatar, it is possible to experience 3D as merely a way of 

enhancing the perceptable spectacle of the film itself; that is, rather than treating 3D as 

a thing presented to the audience in its own right, an object to be enjoyed as 3D, it can 

function (depending on the film) to intensify other spectacular elements, setting them 

within compositions of unprecedented depth and detail.  It is equally possible, however, 

to attend such films primarily, if not exclusively, to “watch the 3D”; indeed, this has 

historically been one of the primary modes of the 3D experience.14  The way that 3D is 

experienced varies even from individual to individual, as I hinted above, and will no 

doubt continue to develop as the means and methods of utilizing 3D in film evolve.  
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However, we do have the option of treating 3D as a continuity within a history of 

spectacle; thus Avatar is like any spectacular film, with its deployment of various 

technologies to meet its own ends.  In this, it is one more in a long history of spectacle 

films extending all the way back to Georges Méliès.   

Perhaps now, having completed the three major tasks of a phenomenology of 

pleasurable spectacle in fantastic film, it is possible for me to speak of the “perceptacle” 

that I suggested earlier, yet there is no single word that can truly encompass the 

embodied, meaningful, perceptual experience of film that I have been struggling to 

describe.  More important is that the process of struggle ultimately revealed something 

about the way that we operate as human organisms and citizens of our various micro 

and macro cultures.  Fantastic films exhibit this plenitude of spectacle/perceptacle for 

reasons that extend beyond cheap, recycled pleasure.  The popularity of perceptacle has 

something to do with pleasure, of course, but it is not pleasure as it has been so often 

conceived within popular and critical critiques of fantastic films.  Moreover, this 

pleasure is not necessarily restricted to fantastic films, although I do find them to have a 

deeply engrained connection through fantastic narrative.  An alternative framework for 

genre reception such as I have begun to sketch can thus not only be enlightening as to 

the functions of genre, but also suggest some conclusions about every day, non-generic 

film experience.    

Having said this, however, I must acknowledge that what I have here is far from 

complete.  As noted above, I have not accounted for all that is spectacle in fantastic film.  

Again, this was an organizational decision, but it is necessary to move on and attempt 
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some redress by elaborating further on the foregoing.  In the next chapter, I shall 

continue on to one of the topics that I set aside:  the unpleasurable type of spectacle.  

At the same time, I shall consider how far I have come in this experiment in the 

application of phenomenology, a process which shall continue through Chapters Five 

and Six. 
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Endnotes 

                                                
1 In a similar vein, I am very conscious that the usual term for going to a movie is to 

“watch” or “view.”  I mostly replace these terms with “filmgoing” or “movie 

experience.” Please note that if the words “viewing” or “watching” appear, I am using 

them with intention, to refer to a visual modality. 

 
2 Husserl’s term for this suspension of the natural attitude in order to adopt a 

“phenomenological attitude” is epoché (Sokolowski 49). 

 
3 As referenced in Chapter One, the structures and questions of narrative inevitably 

raise, for academics and critics, questions of representation.  Thus, while for the 

purposes of this description I am bracketing my ordinary “movie-goer’s” experience of 

narrative, I must bracket simultaneously my “academic” awareness of issues of 

representation, particularly those that have been endemic to criticism on fantastic 

genres.   
 
4
 I would not deny that this, too, is a part of sensational filmgoing, that strong narrative 

situations (of which are many in fantastic film) equate with powerful affects that are 

experienced not just in the mind but in the body; in short, a close relationship persists 

between emotions and embodiment to which I have not done justice in Chapter Two.  

Having said this, I have chosen to focus on perception rather than affective response.  

The relationship between embodiment and emotion is also a meaty topic that deserves 

its own dissertation. 

 
5 This is not an argument, however, for the universality of the experience had by these 

movie-goers. 

 
6 A close friend of mine who is just about as far from a lover of spectacle as it is possible 

to be left the theater about one hour into Avatar.  Later, she told me that the 3D was 

causing a headache and severe nausea, but up until that point she had been enjoying 

“the visuals.” 

 
7
 Certainly, the design of the film for 3D and its resultant appearance comprise one, very 

much recognized, spectacular component.  However, I would defer this issue of how 3D 

affects the phenomenal experience to the interpretation stage later in this chapter. 

 
8 I consciously chose this term over other options (like view or vista) because of its 

historical connotations.  Although it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to construct 

a historical argument that links contemporary fantastic film in embodied terms all the 

way back to pre-cinematic viewing practices (such as the panorama), I am content to 

hint at it.  
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9 Perhaps “awe” does not correlate exactly with this particular, commonly manifested 

response to a large, detailed, motion-filled, powerful experience.  I might be justified, 

for example, in choosing “the beauty response” as my theme.  Of course, beauty or 

ugliness can be a totally subjective thing, dependent on personality, gender, race, and 

class, but it does seem clear that beauty is a factor often apprehended in relation to film 

spectacle.  Although an experience of something beautiful is often a part of spectacle, 

not all spectacle is experienced as beauty.  For now, it is the word “awe” most closely 

approximates that reaction to certain immense or intense experiences in fantastic film. 

 
10 In fact, the luminescent floating seed of Avatar directly reminded me of certain 

undersea creatures I have seen in documentaries like Planet Earth and James Cameron’s 

own nature documentary, Aliens of the Deep.  I believe that this is the direct influence of 

the years he has spent in between Titanic and Avatar participating in deep sea research 

and exploration.  

 
11

 This comment is repeated by Chris Boyes in a video feature posted by Miguel on 

Designing Sound: “More Avatar Sound:  In Depth Profile with Chris Boyes.”   

 
12 Bela Belasz is famous for, among other topics, having written most fulsomely and 

passionately about the spectacle of the face as presented in a close-up shot. 

 
13 Chris Boyes, in a feature on the sound of Avatar, goes into some detail about his 

manner of conceiving the sound of the banshees (flying pterodactyl-like creatures).  He 

notes that their cry would have to have sufficient volume to be heard at a distance and 

also that he was told by Cameron that the banshees would be capable of  “clucking, 

trilling,” but also capable of expressing an intimate relationship with the Na’vi.  He 

equates his process of designing these creature vocalizations as “building a recipe for 

soup.”  One of the useful sounds he discovered for the banshees were the vocalizations 

of two- and three-day old baby swans, which were so unusual that they were “not 

immediately recognizable as anything from earth.”  Other sounds were derived from 

horses and lizards.  Patching these together, Boyes then experimented with mixing and 

processing them to create the ultimate result (Miguel). 

 
14 In fact, I believe that experiences of 3D vary depending on the viewer, and that this is 

largely a factor of perceptual experience.  Some perceptual training is involved in 

watching 3D; this accounts some people having headaches while others, like myself, 

found Avatar to be the first 3D film I have seen during which I forgot that it was in 3D. 
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Chapter V.  Playing With Unpleasantries 
 

 

I do like to feel the tenseness and then have that ability to laugh at them 

afterwards.  Like I said it’s like a roller coaster. . . you go on it, you have 

that feeling like you’re going to die and then after it’s like “Ho, that was 

so much fun.” 

Mark, Discussion Participant 

 

 

It gives you a thrill, that’s why.  It gives you a feeling that everyday life 

can’t.  Even if you may not always be the most comfortable with it, it’s an 

experience.  That’s what a movie is.  A horror movie especially can be an 

experience of more extreme emotions than regular.  Or you can go to a 

sad movie. . . that’s an extreme emotion too. With horror, you can get 

these sensations, these new feelings, and I guess that’s what it’s all 

about. 

Rick, Discussion Participant 

 

  

 

 In the previous chapter, I selected Avatar for my phenomenological touchstone.  

At the outset of this chapter, I turn instead to personal anecdote, for reasons that will 

become clear as I proceed.  Some time ago, I alluded to some childhood film 

experiences that dissuaded me from horror films for a long time.  Notable exceptions 

were mainly creature-oriented films like Alien (Scott, 1979), Aliens (Cameron, 1986), and 
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Jaws (Spielberg, 1974).  I remember, too, experiences of The Shining (Kubrick, 1980) and 

The Exorcist (Friedkin, 1973) from my early twenties.  The strongest part of the 

memories is how my heart was racing throughout.  So despite encounters with the 

occasional scary film, my deepest apprehension remained centered on films with certain 

supernatural themes, especially ghost stories.  Also, I had a reticence about gore, 

believing, without having imbibed many gore films, that they would be too much for me 

to handle.  This has a lot to do with childhood trauma.  I carried a faded yet unspeakable 

memory of the climactic scene of Happy Birthday to Me (Thompson, 1981), in which the 

villainess-protagonist Ginny assembles her mangled, skewered, and decomposed victims 

around a table for her own particular version of a birthday celebration.  As for ghosts, I 

developed in my adulthood a powerful phobia which I cannot entirely explain.  At the 

peak of my phobia, I was so apprehensive that I had to cover my eyes and attempt to 

stop up my ears during the trailer for The Sixth Sense (Shyamalan, 1999).   

Five years ago, however, I underwent a transformation, embracing horror and 

putting myself to the test with film after film.  I learned just how quickly one can 

become accustomed even to films with a high personal terror factor; I had to peer 

through a window made of my own fingers for much of The Grudge (2004), but I got 

through it.  More recently, I survived Paranormal Activity (Peli, 2007), albeit by spending 

much of the film attempting to hide behind my friend who was sitting next to me.  That 

night I had difficulty sleeping, probably for the first time in a number of years. 
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The point of beginning with such subjective material is not to dwell upon how 

certain films create fear, apprehension, and suspense.  Nor is it to create a list of the 

world’s scariest films.  Let us accept as a given that films do scare, unnerve, and repulse 

us, although obviously, different films affect people differently.  My purpose in sharing 

personal experience is to point to some of the things I have learned from the way that 

these things feel, or rather, are given to me.  In phenomenological terms, is there some 

invariant structure to these, nominally unpleasant, sensations?   

My goal in this chapter, then, is to consider some aspects of sensational 

experience that I had deliberately set aside in Chapter Four; these aspects can be called 

the “less pleasurable” kind of spectacular experience, while the focus of Chapter Four 

was the “pleasurable.”  In both cases – pleasurable and unpleasurable – the words are 

more misnomer than truly descriptive.  They indicate what seems to be a large-scale 

distinction in the nature of the phenomena experienced, one that can extend across sci-

fi, fantasy, and horror (and other genres too, potentially).  It is worth noting, also, that 

these experiences are not mutually exclusive.  In the case of “pleasurable” spectacle, I 

ultimately defined the area of experience in question in terms of embodied awe, but I 

recognize that not all film-goers experience the relevant filmic moments as pleasurable.  

A range of emotions might be experienced, inclusive of pleasure, many of them at the 

same time.  Some film-goers, confronted with the epic Battle of Pelannor Fields in 

Return of the King (ROTK) might be initially astonished but quickly grow sensorially 

wearied.  They might go so far as to close themselves off from the experience; in this 
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sense it might be argued that what I claimed to be given to the experience is no longer 

so, inasmuch as the viewer rejects what the film is offering.   

But this would be an incorrect interpretation.  Experiences are not innate in any 

film, but they are existentially linked to the film’s specificities of presentation.  Of 

course, more than one way to experience any given film exists, but where the film lends 

itself to spectacle, and where the individual experiences it as such, I argue based on the 

postphenomenological exercise of Chapter Four, that the essence or “givenness” of that 

experience is an embodied experience of awe that uses the same relational, perceptual 

capacities used by humans to apprehend the marvels of natural and cultural worlds 

surrounding us.  But the response of any given human individual to this intensity is not 

wholly involuntary.  It may even be refused, as it most certainly is (by some).  Turning 

from the pleasurable to the unpleasurable, it is even more likely that the experience be 

refused, either by not going to the film or by controlling my relation to it, disengaging 

from the spectacle, as I did for many years. 

Put briefly, whereas I used “pleasure” as a placeholder to lead me into my first 

(last chapter’s) stab at phenomenology, I will in the following pages perform a second, 

similar exercise, this time with that which is unpleasurable in sensational genres.  To be 

sure, one of the first things to be understood about such experiences is that that which 

might be called unpleasurable is actually quite pleasurable, for many viewers.  However, 

it might be called a different species of pleasure in that it seems to be based upon a 

temporary play of emotions and sensations that humans are presumed to avoid:  
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discomfort, fear, and revulsion.  At this point in my experiment, let it be an open 

question as to where the pleasure in such an experience lies.  

 The reader can expect this chapter to be methodologically somewhat less 

tortured than the last, but this is not to say that the issues raised in relation to 

performing a phenomenology, or postphenomenology, are behind me.  It is tempting to 

believe that, having completed a first reduction I can account myself a 

phenomenologist, yet this is far from the case.  I suspect that no one who does 

phenomenology ever feels like a phenomenologist since phenomenology seems to be a 

continuous, never-completed process.  This will surely come as no surprise, especially if 

one recalls the maxim of Husserl as to “the impossibility of a complete reduction.”  With 

the benefit of some hindsight, however, I do have a better understanding of just how 

much remains incomplete. I have learned from the experience of my first 

phenomenological experiment, but having rehearsed thoroughly my concerns in relation 

to the process of description, I will not belabor them in this second case study.  I would 

rather reapply them in an effort to consolidate some understanding of the process.  

Previously, I generated five categories of spectacle:  panoramas, motion displays, 

creatures, technologies, and ephemera.  Again, these categories are not intended to 

address the entire range of possible spectacle, merely to give me a means of expressing 

as much variety as possible in my description.  By applying these categories 

systematically, I was able to reflect on different ways of experiencing sensory spectacle 

within the context of narrative.  I attempted to avoid, as much as feasible, explaining or 
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interpreting the moments identified, particularly in terms of the narrative conventions 

and specific stories that form their milieu.  In brief, I used narrative as a reference but 

attempted to restrict myself to simple description.  Since these categories are not 

intended to be constitutive of the genre or genres to which Avatar belongs other than 

“fantastic”  in the most general sense, there is no issue with using them here in relation 

to films that are quite different from Avatar.  To be sure, they will function in slightly 

different ways given the types of experience I am seeking to grasp.  It may seem that, to 

a considerable degree, I have switched from sci-fi and fantasy to horror, but as shall be 

seen, elements of embodied tension or fear are present in most films.  Although these 

emotions are often assumed to be associated with the horror genre, they can and do 

emerge across the range of fantastic films, including sci-fi and fantasy. 

 

Description:  Bloody Extravagant 

 

 Launching myself into panorama, I think the most relevant examples involve the 

detailed depiction of blood and flesh, the human insides turned outside – in other 

words, the element of gore.  To be sure, gore is not a vista or landscape in the usual 

sense, but it is similar to a vista.  As with the presentation of spectacular, sensorially 

complex settings, fantastic narrative sustains and motivates gore.  Also similar to vistas, 

gore is a kind of display; the gore is “spread” out (sometimes literally) for the 

contemplation of the movie-goer.  However, in addition to the obvious distinctions in 
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terms of type between the display of a beautiful landscape and the display of human 

internal organs, I believe that gore also differs in terms of its subjective characteristics.  

While a flower or an elven city are always more or less themselves (enjoyed, or not 

enjoyed), considerable slippage occurs between what some consider “gory” and what 

some do not, what some consider mild and others “too much.”  In other words, 

personal tastes and idiosyncrasies are more significant to the very definition of gore.  In 

acknowledgement of this, I shall attempt to cover a range in intensity, from the mildest 

forms to the strongest, assuming that most experiences of gore fall somewhere within 

this scale. 

 At what might be called the low intensity end of the gore spectrum is “just” 

blood.  Of course, blood can appear in any film, but in the fantastic are opportunities for 

exceptional compositions of blood, such as in Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992) in which 

scenes are quite literally drenched with it.  For instance, as Jonathan and Mina celebrate 

their wedding vows, Dracula comes to Lucy and “condemns her to endless hunger for 

living blood,” just before he takes wolf form and kills her.  The climax of this scene 

involves a visual outpouring of blood – what appears to be buckets of it – thrown over a 

bed.  The prologue to the film which tells of Dracula’s origins is also climaxed with 

gushing blood, covering the altar and floor of a medieval chapel.  Similarly, in Sweeney 

Todd:  Demon Barber of Fleet Street (Burton, 2007), blood is spilled liberally, but its 

particular shade is worth noticing, I think.  Tim Burton’s preferred tint tends towards the 

orange end of red, and this creates a different kind of sensory effect.  In Interview With 
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the Vampire (Jordan, 1994) in the scene where Claudia cuts Lestat’s throat, a pool of 

viscous, almost purple blood spreads and spreads across the floor, until Claudia and 

Louis stand on tiptoe to avoid it.  It should be noted, too, that these kinds of displays of 

blood can appear quite beautiful even as they horrify; the two experiences are not 

mutually exclusive.  Nowhere is this more evident than in the films of Dario Argento 

[i.e., Suspiria (1977), Deep Red (1975), Tenebrae (1982), The Stendhal Syndrome (1996)] 

in which blood is slopped on the mise-en-scène in the same way that a painter might 

indulge herself with red pigment. 

Closer to the middle of the spectrum are the gore displays of the ordinary slasher 

film.  Despite their frequent equation with absolute terror and despite the body count, 

the predations of Jason Vorhees, Michael Myers, and Freddie Krueger tend to be more 

bloodless than I generally expected; the kills, while explicit, are the culmination of 

excessive displays of stalking and chasing which provide their own gamut of sensation.  

The same is true of Scream (1996) and the numerous slasher reboots that followed in its 

wake.  Certain slasher films, like My Bloody Valentine (Mihalka, 1981) and its 3D remake 

(Lussier, 2009), are exceptions, considered as having raised the bar for blood and fleshly 

mayhem.  One of the more memorable kills in the 2009 remake involves a shovel being 

used to horizontally separate a girl’s head into two; the top half slides gently forward on 

the plane of the shovel a few inches.  These ghastly events do not so much stop the 

narrative of the film as offer a new exhibit in a decade’s long museum of gruesome art.  

The gore is offered up for appreciation, as is reflected in this comment on The House on 
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Sorority Row (Rosman, 1983): “We get some sweet kills that bleed that all-too-awesome 

cheezy slasher-esque gore that I always find very gratifying” (Johnofthedead).   

I would be remiss if I did not mention the unique place of Alien in the annals of 

gore.  Here I would yield to actress Veronica Cartwright, who explains in the 

commentary for the Director’s Cut of the film that although she and the other actors 

knew what was to occur, they had not been warned as to the extent of what they would 

see.  When the baby alien batters its way out of Kane’s chest, Cartwright’s character, 

Lambert, screams and cries “Ah, God!” while throwing up her hands and shuddering.  

According to her, this is her true reaction to the splatter of blood (obtained from a local 

abattoir) across the room and her face.  Not expecting the level of gore, nor prepared 

for the sight of an alien busting out of a human body, she gifted the film with a record of 

genuine horror. 

For true gore lovers, there are certain, special films; they include Herschell 

Gordon Lewis’s Blood Feast (1963), Stuart Gordon’s Re-Animator (1985), John Landis’s 

An American Werewolf Goes to London (1981), George Romero’s Dawn of the Dead 

(1978), John Carpenter’s The Thing (1982) and Sam Raimi’s Evil Dead (1981).  Each is 

celebrated for its particularly flexible approach to the human body:  decomposing, 

recomposing, reshaping into another species, pieces falling off, being eaten, blown 

apart, re-eaten and regurgitated.  Then, at the far end of the gore intensity scale is Peter 

Jackson’s Dead Alive (a.k.a. Braindead, 1992), which is certainly the goriest film I have 

ever seen.  It is one of the few gore-centric films (fans would call it “splatter”) I have 
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seen in recent years that made me question, early on, whether I could take it.  The 

following user comment captures rather well its lavishness, describing it with a joy I 

could not accomplish: 

DEAD ALIVE has a lot to owe to EVIL DEAD 2: DEAD BY DAWN with its 

gleeful amounts of gore and truly slapstick scenes of crazy body parts, 

but it out-does it by the sheer volume of gore and blood that comes forth 

once the real madness begins. The fact that the aforementioned body 

parts have a will of their own makes for one rip-roaring sight gag after 

another in frenetic shots – for example, one character's body snaps in 

two; his lower torso continues to amble about, his inner organs come 

ripped apart from his body and even take a peek at a mirror to see how 

they look, while the owner's upper torso gets partially flushed down a 

toilet. As a matter of fact, that same character's intestines take up quite a 

lot of screen time towards the climax as they chase the apparently 

hapless Timothy Balme around the house as his girlfriend, battling 

zombies in the kitchen, uses a blender to grind a hand that 

simultaneously tries to pull her in and all the while a baby zombie 

becomes something of a tennis ball, bouncing about while creating yes, 

even more havoc. That is, until Balme goes berserk with a lawnmower 

and makes puree out of the entire lot of them. (nycritic, IMDB.com) 

 

Others comment:  “Overall I give this cinematic masterpiece the highest review, me 

throwing up in the bathroom afterwards from absolute disgust” (Brian, IMDB.com).  And 

here:  “Crazy, visceral, over the top, quirky, violent, gory, silly, extreme and (in it's own 

way [sic]) sweet, are just a few words that can describe this visual extravaganza” 

(Sebastian, IMDB.com).   

One of the few contenders to match this degree of grotesquerie would have to 

be Lucio Fulci, an Italian horror director whose films are beloved by gore hounds; Fulci is 

best known in North America for his Zombi 2 (1979), an ostensible (but not actual) 
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“sequel” to George Romero’s Dawn of the Dead (1978).  My best memory of this film 

involves an underwater clash between a shark and a zombie (the zombie wins).   

 Something is uniquely tactile about the sounds of gore.  Indeed, nothing evokes 

the presence to my eyes and hands of a moist set of viscera like the extensive 

vocabulary of soft, squishing sounds that are regularly employed.  Alien (1979) is a 

buffet of evocative effects. Consider the sound of the alien neonate cracking through 

Kane’s viscera and skin, cutting, chewing, and stabbing through all at once.  In Aliens 

(1986) is found the visual depiction of dripping secretions and water and, memorably, 

the humid sound as a marine lifts the head of a (presumed dead) cocooned woman.  

Particularly gut-wrenching are the spongy noises of the alien queen laying eggs, passing 

them through a gluey, translucent tube.  Alien:  Resurrection (Jeunet, 1997) takes this 

sonic palette of moist squelchitude to a whole other level in the scene in which Dr. 

Gediman’s hideous, engineered alien-human combo is born.  The sheer tactility of such 

sounds bring me physically into soggy, gelatinous, viscous mise-en-scène.   

 Still within the category of panoramas are displays that are not merely about 

explicit and voluminous quantities of blood but are also strikingly bizarre, uncanny, and 

somehow ghastly.  Recently, so called “torture porn” has taken the depiction of the 

grotesque to unprecedented levels, but the pornography of these spectacles is not 

based wholly on blood but such redolent scenes as the cruel snipping of a hamstring 

(Hostel, Roth, 2005), throwing a woman into an enormous vat of used needles (Saw II, 

Bouseman, 2005), or trapping a man in a growing lake of rotting pig guts (Saw III, 
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Bouseman, 2006).  In such displays, pus, saliva, and snot, plus other, unspecifiable 

effluvia join blood.  A brute physicality in these excretions is presented to my 

perception.  Similarly, in Dead Alive is a scene that had me all but gagging:  the 

protagonist’s zombified and decomposing mother is dropping into her soup a yellowish 

discharge from the pustules on her face, along with, eventually, an ear.  In the same 

vein, I have found David Cronenberg’s The Fly (1986) a challenge to my faculties.  Of 

course, true gore hounds crow and revel in relation to the film, as follows:  “[T]he 

extremely sick and disgusting special effects were fantastic” (Chris-332, IMDB.com).  

This sentiment is echoed by many of the user comments on IMDB, as well as reviewers 

like James Berardinelli:  “There are also plenty of flinch-and-close-the-eyes gross-out 

moments, including one with a detachable ear and another involving fingernails 

(something that never fails to disturb an audience)” (Berardinelli, “The Fly”). 

Although I have largely equated the category of “panoramas” with gore, the 

latter is not the only type of unpleasant display.  In the 1979 Dracula (Badham), for 

instance, something is horrible in the appearance of Mina as a vampire, with her dead, 

grayish-white, decomposing face and burning eyes.  Regan at her worst of gives me a 

start of shock every time I see her, whether in a still or in a viewing of The Exorcist 

(1973). The ghosts of The Ring (Verbinski, 2002), Ringu (Nakata, 1998), Ju-On (Shimizu, 

2002), and The Grudge (Shimizu, 2004) also have a horrifying aspect with their 

respective falls of black hair and glaring eyes.  (Of course, it is not entirely their 

appearance that horrifies, as I explain below).  In Dread (DiBlasi, 2009) a woman is 
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forced to eat a steak that has been sitting in the hot sun for days, now covered in 

maggots and slime.  The image of an insect cocoon as it is pulled from a victim’s throat 

in Silence of the Lambs (Demme, 1991) always horrified me, as did the sight of the 

bloody, rectangular patches of missing skin.  Here again, it is not merely the blood, but 

this time the appearance of the gnawed or partly decomposed flesh.  And finally, in Jaws 

(Spielberg, 1977) there has always been something about the way the shark clamps 

down on Quint, pulling his body into the water.  The way that he has become nothing 

but meat is true horror.  Panoramas thus include various assaults on the integrity of 

bodies. 

Turning to motion displays, I would reference some unique uses of movement 

that have always held a perceptible potency.  The slow, inexorable stalking motions of 

Jason, Michael, and Freddie are striking for their complete lack of physical urgency.  One 

of my favorite examples of movement, again from Bram Stoker’s Dracula, is the scene in 

which Van Helsing and others confront the vampire Lucy.  Faced with a crucifix, the 

fledgling vampire moves backward exactly as one would expect from an demonically 

undead creature, reversing her profane animation, sinking back into her burial tomb and 

into a resting position (only after vomiting up her night’s meal), wearing a facial 

expression that is half grimace and half smile as blood drips from her mouth.  It is 

fascinating and terrible.  Just as fascinating and terrible is the style of movement of 

various Asian ghosts, especially that in The Grudge.  Its speed-up-slow-down jerkiness 
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still bring it inexorably closer to the victim, and to me.  I think it is this style of motion 

more than their actual appearance that is the primary source of my dread. 

When it comes to the production of tension and fear, one of the most effective 

forms of motion display involves the camera; aesthetic decisions are made about how 

the camera is used that directly pertain to the sensation of tension.  In general (and as 

my discussion respondents observed), the use of a medium shot or close-up is tension 

producing because it limits my ability to know what is “present” outside the frame.  This 

sense of something there that is not seen is palpable.  In a very similar way, the 

convention of using the killer’s point of view shot, often associated with John 

Carpenter’s Halloween (1978), situates me bodily behind the camera, with the killer.  

Although I am in the position of the killer, I cannot see him.   Wherever the movie-goer’s 

view is restricted, this has a physical effect: 

And part of horror is, because they use a lot of close-ups, they exclude a 

lot of things. . . so when you’re so close to a person that’s all you can see, 

you wonder what’s outside that person and it kind of raises the tension, 

‘cuz, you know, there might be someone bad, there might be something 

good, especially in the space suit, you know, there’s that claustrophobia.  

All you have is that narrow slit for an eye and your view is right next to 

the person so you not only identify with that person, you also feel what 

they feel.  It’s probably claustrophobia and sweat . . . (Rick, Discussion, 26 

Sept 2008) 

 

Another option is to use a shaky camera either separately or in combination with 

extremely oblique shots.  Combined with a rapid editing rhythm, the effect is physically 

unsettling, as it literally messes with our relative position to the action (the final third of 

Sunshine is an extreme example).  Rick suggests as much when he told me that 
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whenever the images on the screen became shaky and distorted, he felt “shaky and 

distorted.” 

The recent Paranormal Activity (Peli, 2007) also exemplifies a particular use of 

motion in its aesthetic style.  Since the premise of the film is that we are viewing footage 

captured at night by a fixed, home video camera, many of the shots are completely 

static, proscenium-style views of the two protagonists’ bed.  Motion is provided via the 

device of speeding up the playback the following day; thus we see the sleepers moving 

about and other, less mundane occurrences.  This has a remarkable effect, which is that 

sitting in the theater I felt an unprecedented helplessness, forced to see some things I 

did not want to see.  Subjected to the whole of each successive night, I knew I would see 

things, without knowing what or when.  All of the usual cues and conventions that aid 

me in not being too surprised by events were not available; my only escape option was 

to cover my eyes.   

Turning to consider the sound of Paranormal Activity takes us into the category 

of the technological.  Distorted and diffused by the premise of “home video camera 

sound,” the sudden thumps and crashes that represent the activity of the demon 

somewhere in the house can be especially loud, unfamiliar, and utterly unexpected.  

Since our immediate tendency when presented with a sound is to locate its physical 

source (Ihde, Listening 75), a sound which has no apparent source, either in terms of 

location or creature of origin, will be tension-producing. In a general way, many films 

make use of this phenomenological dynamic, especially horror.  The Blair Witch Project 
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(Myrick and Sánchez, 1999) makes nearly an entire film of it, turning ambient, 

unverifiable, and unknowable forest noises – further removed from understanding via 

the pretext of limited sound equipment – into an embodiment of constant dread.  In 

both Alien and Aliens, the maddeningly neutral, regular, high-pitched beeps of a 

proximity detector, growing gradually louder, faster, and more strident, delivers the 

message in physical terms:  “The monster is coming!”     

A further cluster of technological sounds is those heard through communications 

devices and microphones.  In films including 2001:  A Space Odyssey (Kubrick, 1968) and 

Sunshine (2007) are scenes in which a crew member, astronaut, or some other character 

will have to don a space suit and leave the relatively safe cocoon of the ship.  These suits 

possess sounds that reflect their nature as outer space vehicles (i.e., jet propulsion 

packs), but here I am more concerned with the sounds of breathing which are inevitably 

foregrounded in the sound mix.  Trapped inside a thick, heavy, construct that seems to 

restrict all their faculties, my astronauts suck and gasp, wheeze, hyperventilate, and 

sometimes just stop breathing altogether.  In Alien, the conclusion of the alien’s 

dispatch of Ripley’s last two surviving shipmates, Lambert and Parker, is not seen but 

heard, in the form of screams, gurgles and desperate gulping breaths that we (and 

Ripley) hear over the ship’s intercom system.  The sound of attenuated breathing, 

particularly as heard through some technological mediator, can appear in other contexts 

as well; in The Descent (Marshall, 2005), Sarah becomes trapped in an extremely close 

section of tunnel and begins to panic.   
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Unpleasant, fear-inducing creatures in fantastic film run a wide gamut, from 

partially gnawed, gnawing zombies [Night of the Living Dead (1968), Dawn of the Dead 

(1978), Day of the Dead (1985), Land of the Dead (2005)], ghostly presences tormented 

and tortured into a rictus of death [The Fog (Carpenter, 1980), 13 Ghosts (Beck, 2001), 

Shutter (Pisanthanakun, 2004)], the less pretty variety of vampires [The Hunger (Scott, 

1983), The Lost Boys (Schumacher, 1987), From Dusk Til Dawn (Rodriguez, 1996), 

Vampires (Rodriguez, 1996), The Forsaken (Cardone, 2001), Dracula 2000 (Lussier, 2000) 

Van Helsing (Sommers, 2004)], human-animal transformations [The Wolfman (Johnston, 

2010), An American Werewolf in London (Landis, 1981), The Howling (Dante, 1981)], 

unstoppable masked murderers who have been killed so many times their features are 

holding on by the tiniest bit of flesh (Friday the 13
th series), worms and slugs [Star Trek 

II:  Wrath of Khan (Meyer, 1982)], bats [Bats (Morneau, 1999)], snakes [Anaconda 

(Llosa, 1997), Anacondas:  The Hunt for the Blood Orchid (Little, 2005), Snakes on a 

Plane (Ellis and Halaby, 2006)], bugs [Arachnophobia (Marshall, 1990)], mummies [The 

Mummy (Sommers, 1999), The Mummy Returns (Sommers, 2001)], vaguely insectoid 

aliens [District 9 (2009)], and impossibilities created by alien bacteria or creatures that 

have no shape of their own but cause human flesh to melt and sprout [The Thing 

[Carpenter, 1980], Leviathan (Cosmatos, 1989)]. 

The sounds of these creatures regularly employ the devices of uncanniness, non-

locatability, disjuncture, and silence.  For a start, certain pitches and timbres seem to be 

naturally suggestive of monsters.  I am thinking here of the high pitched layers in the 
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screams of The Lord of the Rings’s Nazgul, or the almost indescribable creeping, grating, 

creaking sound made by the ghost in The Grudge, beginning at a relatively low pitch and 

oscillating into a higher one.  The rate of oscillation also increases, naturally suggesting 

that it draws closer and is more apt to strike.  Indeed, it is this sound, combined with its 

otherworldly appearance and unnatural motion, that makes the ghost truly appalling.  

Furthermore, horror has been very successful in mining the contrast between sound and 

image.  In The Exorcist (1973), the sounds that seem to come through but not from the 

child Regan are essential to the impression of demonic possession.  The original version 

of The Haunting (Wise, 1963) is a further case in point, for although this is a ghost story, 

we never see a ghost.  We only hear apparitions, most notably in the loud banging noise 

that fills the house at night, a sound which is never attached to a physical presence.1  

Coupled with the potential menace implied by loudness and repetition, and the 

narrative components, the sounds of Hill House are more than sufficient to represent a 

haunting. 

Last is the category of ephemera, the notion of mere moments – shots, details, 

particular tableaus, moments within compositions, sounds or parts of sounds, and 

moments of breathtaking merger between all elements (sound, image, other)  – that 

create the sensations of endangerment I am seeking to describe.  Sunshine is replete 

with such moments, both pleasurable and unpleasurable.  Some of the most tension-

producing involve the depiction of the former Captain Pinbacker, now a burned, 

megalomaniacal monster stalking the crew members (referred to as “boiled-skin guy” by 
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one of my respondents).  Not only is his appearance gruesome, but once he enters the 

story, many shots are canted in odd, disorienting ways that make it difficult to locate 

any character in relation to the threat or the threat in relation to the character.  Beyond 

this, the light in Sunshine, while often beautiful, can be glaring and awful, particularly 

towards the end.  In The Two Towers (TTT) we receive a brief glimpse of ghostly figures 

when Frodo is pulled into a haunted swamp.  In ROTK, an eruption of sound from the 

tower of Minas Morgul as the Witch King takes flight punctuates a pillar of green fire.  

The sound seems to have been designed to bust eardrums; for a moment, it blanks into 

silence before exploding up and outwards.  Across films, specific deaths also have an 

ephemeral effect, a unique, visceral impact that is temporally brief.  Speaking of the 

deaths in Final Destination III (2006), Mark observed in our discussion of one of the 

earliest death scenes, in which two girls are burned to death in tanning beds:  “Yeah, the 

burning alive one was pretty bad because one, it was prolonged and then two, the 

burning.”  He added, referring to a death by nail gun, in the head:  “And then the nail 

gun because we knew she was still alive because she was moving and breathing and 

making those disgusting noises with the blood oozing out.”  Susan agreed:  “You want it 

to be the least painful. . . and fastest. . . and that’s why, you know, fan through the 

head, getting crushed by weights, I wouldn’t mind going like that.  But the nail gun and 

you’re actually feeling it and having to be in pain. . . no.  I don’t want that” (Discussion, 

24 Sept 2008). 
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It has been said that the advent of the sound film made possible the creative use 

of silence,2 and fantastic film certainly bears out this comment.  The creature that 

cannot be heard approaching, that kills without a sound, has a paradoxical, visceral 

impact upon our senses.  The sudden appearance of the creature may equate with the 

arrival of the sound, while in many cases this sudden outpouring of sound does not 

emanate from the monster’s body per se.  They are the sounds of screams, of drool 

running down the creature’s jaw, or of hissing, or a killing blow and, frequently, the 

underscore.  Still, in both Alien and Aliens, the monster is virtually silent.  It approaches 

silently; it does not verbalize, although it can scream, and sometimes hiss, in distress or 

aggression.  Most of the time, it breathes but does not speak.  Similarly, in Jaws (1975) 

the monster is a virtually silent killer.  Its sounds are the sounds of presence:  water, 

flesh tearing, and screaming.   

Reflecting on the singular effectiveness of sound in creating discomfort leads me 

almost naturally into reflection about what is “given” in the experience of unpleasant 

spectacle.  One of these givens is perhaps a sort of attack, particularly from the sounds.  

Carol Clover agrees; in the context of her call for more in-depth work on horror sound, 

she comments on the assaultive qualities in horror film.  This is not a conceptual attack; 

it is a physical molestation of the body of the film-goer.  “The attack is palpable 

[emphasis mine],” Clover states in her commentary on the representation of vision in 

horror.  “We take it in the eye” (204).  She adds then, “We also take it in the ear of 

course.”  Such throwaway comments about the need to consider sound are not 



187 

 

uncommon yet regrettable given the unique uses of sound to produce unpleasant 

sensations.  In the case of images, I can cover my eyes.  However, sound is more 

implacable.  Unless I stop my ears, I am almost helpless to avoid these sounds, which 

impact my body directly, often as though I were actually in the situation narratively 

depicted.  When Jones the cat leaps out in Alien, the high-pitched screech and scrape of 

claws alarm me in the same way that a real cat jumping out would alarm me – but 

perhaps even more so, because of the sound’s volume.  Even if I know that such a 

narrative event is approaching, the sound can still be startling and painful, making me 

react despite my best efforts to be prepared.  In Texas Chainsaw Massacre (Hooper, 

1974), the continuous assault upon our ears creates a good portion of the horror.  In 

scene after scene, the sound track combines the violent percussion and loud, dissonant, 

ambient noise with sustained screaming.  One scene in particular achieves an aural 

climax with a loud, metallic screech that is extremely uncomfortable, and we have no 

choice but to submit to these sounds, unless we leave the theater.   

Similarly, one of the most familiar devices within the sonic palette of horror, for 

example, is the stinger, a stab-crash of sound that transcends the divide between sound 

effect and music and whose sole purpose is to jolt the audience.  Although I have not 

discussed film music at any length here (this topic is reserved for Chapter Six), it must be 

noted that in many fantastic films, the line between sound design/sound effects and 

non-diegetic music is eroded or even dissolved completely (Buhler, “Analysis”).  This is 

not an entirely anomalous use of sound; film music practice long ago absorbed a partial, 
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performative function of including elements that resemble sound effects.  This 

convention extends as far back as the nineteenth century in dramatic theater, 

vaudeville, and opera, was continued through the era of silent film, and left its traces 

upon the conventions of classical film scoring (Lastra 118).  However, fantastic film 

makes this historical and functional legacy rather transparent.  The sound design and 

underscore for Texas Chainsaw Massacre, for instance, exemplifies how music and 

sound effects dissolve into each other.  The music (which was jointly composed by Tobe 

Hooper and Wayne Bell) is pure percussion.  It resembles a series of cymbal crashes, 

screeches and reverberations accompanied by a drone.  At other times, it sounds like a 

concatenation of screams, echoing the screams of the female protagonist, Sally.   

 

Reduction Revisited 

 

Returning to the question of what is present in this unpleasant dimension of 

fantastic spectacle, it does seem that in an almost literal way audiences willingly submit 

themselves to physical attack.  Even more so than I argued for the pleasurable 

spectacles of Chapter Four, the movie-goer enters into a relationship with the film in 

which he or she is cognitively aware of many characteristics of this relation, yet helpless 

in some ways to not be bodily affected.  Indeed, the brute physicality of these 

experiences foregrounds the embodied nature of fantastic film to an even greater 

extent than with pleasurable spectacle, as underscored almost literally by reactions of 
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cringing, flinching, or tensing for flight.  As Mark comments here, in relation to our 

screening of Final Destination III:  “The bar and the cutting in half thing. . . I totally didn’t 

see that coming.  That was like one of those moments when the gore caught me off 

guard and one of those moments when I did the full body cringe, like got in the fetal 

position” (Discussion, 24 Sept 2008).  Or if not a full body cringe, reactions like Todd’s 

suggest  “it’s almost like I’m returning to a fetal position. . . I wanna do this but it’s not 

quite there but it’s not enough. . . and then when the payoff comes. . . I’m like. . . woah . 

. . ” (Discussion, 26 Sept 2008). Alan tells an anecdote of another movie he watched in 

which he observed audience reactions: 

In [28 Weeks] your body really does react to some of the violence, like, 

um, there’s a scene where the father will actually gouge out his wife’s 

eyes with his fingers and in that scene I just noticed that everybody 

around me including myself, we all cringed physically, you know, sat back 

in our seats and my stomach turned.  You know, it was hard to watch but 

you can’t look away at that moment because, you know, if the camera 

breaks, the moment’s broken.  If the camera looks away then, you know, 

it’s not as bad, but it holds steady on that moment and you’re just 

waiting for it to break and that was all the way through. (Discussion, 26 

Sept 2008) 

 

When asked why he would cringe, Mark stated:  “I just feel real tense inside and like, it’s 

just the building up of the anticipation.  It doesn’t necessarily make my heart beat 

faster, but it makes it beat harder.  It’s like ung, ung” (Discussion, 24 Sept 2008).   

As much as this sounds like a potential attack, from a phenomenological 

perspective, what is given through these kinds of unpleasant sensations is a paradox.  

The film does not, of course, literally assault anybody.   Yet something is present in 

these experiences that invokes a need to protect our physical selves.  The film does not 
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harm us, although some emotional trauma leading to loss of sleep or other behavioral 

manifestations may occur.  And many of us respond as though endangered, even if not 

finding the narrative particularly frightening.  This suggests an aspect of the relation that 

is forced or involuntary, which is, I think, the reason that unpleasant spectacles can be 

called assaultive.  A response to a character’s skin being damaged or penetrated (as with 

a needle) is to flinch as though one’s own skin were being damaged.   

Certain spectacles, then, activate an innate consciousness of the vulnerability of 

specific parts of the body that is no doubt based on biological survival mechanisms.  

When experiencing the scene of the girls being burned to death, Mark says, “I definitely 

felt warmness on my skin.   I almost felt the heat with it.  I almost felt like itching.  It felt 

like, my skin. . . whenever I felt the really scaly, bubbly stuff, it just make me feel like my 

skin was” (Discussion, 24 Sept 2008).  A commonality maintains between this kind of 

reaction and those to certain other scenarios of death (but not all).  For example, my 

screening participants responded strongly to the death of one character by nail gun; the 

nails were shot repeatedly into the victim’s head.  The occasion on which Harvey dies, 

frozen solid in outer space, was also commented upon.  These are scenarios that have a 

vivid sensuality conveyed through sound, image, and the respective activation of a 

tactile recoil.  Given the importance to the human organism of protecting the skin and 

the head, and of maintaining our body temperature, it makes sense that we would be 

particularly sensitive to these sensations. 
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As in the previous chapter, my objective at this point is to discover, or uncover, a 

theme (potential invariant) to bring to the next stage of the phenomenological process, 

to variation.  I have been tempted to frame this in terms of assault upon the audience 

member through unpleasant sensory spectacles.  That we flinch, cringe, or hide from 

these things does seem to support the view that we are attacked in the theater.   Yet 

this is not supported by the collected experience of myself and my fellow discussion 

participants.  I would definitely claim a perceived risk of physical endangerment 

notwithstanding my cognitive knowledge that I am not at any real risk; indeed, it is my 

active self that brings me to the theater to confront these experiences.  It is not that 

nothing will happen to me.  I understand that I will quite literally be subjected to an 

experience that jolts and unsettles my body.  Intuitively, my body seeks to avoid this, 

but this does not stop me from putting myself in the situation nor from claiming in the 

aftermath that the overall experience was enjoyable.   

 A key to this strange and paradoxical situation can be found in my discussion 

with fellow film-goers who compared their experiences of unsettling phenomena, 

particularly as in horror, to riding a roller coaster.3  I agree with them; something is 

innately similar between the two experiences, and we are certainly not the first to make 

the association (Williams, “Discipline”).  There is a perception of risk that is borne out in 

quite physical terms, followed in most cases by an experience of pleasure – a thrill.  In 

some cases, actual euphoria may arise from the experiences that I am about to have, 

one that is entirely expected and entirely desired.  This pleasure can arise directly from 
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the motion of the coaster, while at the same time, it seems to arise from having 

survived the coaster.  It is this latter dynamic that is more equatable with the horror 

film, such as here: 

I like roller coasters, so, the tension that they built up beforehand. . . It’s 

completely how it feels.  Like they have different people and the different 

parts of the track and things. . . it just really makes you think that 

something is going to happen but it keeps prolonging it. . . I got more and 

more anxious. (Mark, Discussion, 24 Sept 2008) 

 

There is a build-up and release of anxiety that is directly associated with bodily self-

awareness as the acute sensations invoked by the film reminds me of my vulnerability. 

But at the same time, I am cognitively aware that I am safe, and I am physically secure 

(more or less).   Todd puts it thus: 

There’s something about explosions and things like that, that it’s. . . 

because you’re safe in the audience. . . I can enjoy seeing things blow up.  

I mean,  it sounds bad but watching people die in creative ways is kinda 

fun. (Discussion, 26 Sept 2008) 

 

The core of the experience, then, has to do with the perception of risk as a kind of 

pleasure.   

I now have my prospective invariant in the suggestion that unpleasant 

sensations in fantastic film proffer a kind of play with danger, a deliberate risk-taking.  

Essential to this risk is the embodied nature of these sensations, without which there 

would be no sense of danger.  I contend that were the story merely conveyed through 

cognitive-emotional schema or narrative themes, there could be no risk other than, 

perhaps, the risk of seeing the story turn out other than we would like.  Our 

involvement or identification with characters at risk in films must occur via bodies for us 
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to care whether they live or die.  When they do suffer, or die, we are predisposed to feel 

it, particularly in cases that make especially effective use of our sensory capacities.  For 

instance, whenever the eyes or the head are involved we are more likely to experience 

physical discomfort. 

With the assistance of my discussion group, I already have identified the first 

variant of these film experiences:  the experience of riding roller coasters, or other rides 

that could potentially lead to tension, fear or nausea.  These are rides that wreak havoc 

with my embodied situation, flipping me this way and that, usually at high speeds.  

Some rides simultaneously whirl me, spin me, and lift me up and down, such as the 

classic Octopus ride (sometimes called the Monster or Spider) (Lin), with its several arms 

moving around an axis.  Others turn me upside down as they spin me.  But the roller 

coaster is the king of the amusement park, and it is no coincidence that, just as there 

are horror aficionados, there are “coaster enthusiasts” (Staples), some of whom have 

logged thousands of hours on coasters.  Websites maintained by roller coaster fans 

include databases of coasters from around the world, containing data as to physical 

dimensions and, in some cases, reports on the quality of the experience.  Of course, the 

ordinary, casual riders also take in a roller coaster once a year or even less frequently.  It 

has been many years now for me, but I still account myself a lover of the coaster, and I 

have no trouble accepting that a pleasurable experience is to be had in riding them.  But 

this does still beg the question as to the particular sensory experience being sought.  

What would lead people, even casual riders to “stand for 90 minutes in 90-degree heat 
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with 90 other people for the privilege of plunging at 90 mph at a 90-degree angle for 90 

seconds?” (Harper).   

I propose that anyone who does it knows what that pleasure is, but slippages of 

meaning persist in the process of articulating it.  Jennifer Harper observes (rather 

entertainingly) how coasters “foster both a distinct language and a distinct set of 

behaviors in all who board them - snickering and gesticulating in the face of doom” 

(D01).  She offers the following script, excerpted from the experience of the everyday 

roller coaster rider:  

Finally. How long have we been waiting? No, don't get in the front seat. 

Why did you get in the front seat? I can't get this bar down. Tell the guy I 

can't get this bar down. Is it OK I can't get this bar down? Uh-oh. We're 

going. Honey, we're going. Oh, look, I can see Aunt Madge down there. 

Aren't we getting too high? Honey? Isn't this too - (a brief pause) - o-o-o - 

(a briefer pause) - o-o-o-o-o-e-e-e-e-e-a-h-h-h-h. . .  

 

These comments are hilarious because they are familiar.  They express in part the way it 

feels to ride a roller coaster:  the nervous build-up of tension followed by sensory 

fulfillment, either in terror or delight, or both.  Some riders have expressed the desire 

for “speed” or “thrills”; they assess length and loops and the duration of “air time” 

(negative g-force at the top of hills) (Conley).  But these details do not capture the 

specific ways these things work on our bodies, nor do they give an accurate sense of the 

risk involved. 

On the one hand, it is possible that an actual risk of injury or death which is the 

origin of the thrill.  I and others eagerly partake of coasters and other rides, despite 

accidents on roller coasters since their original introduction;4 each year brings a new 
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handful of fatalities and numerous injuries, generally followed by calls for better safety 

regulation.5  Even if I had not explicitly heard of these accidents or read about them, 

there can be a genuine sense of danger. If I had never heard of or seen a roller coaster, 

my first encounter would raise the specter of risk solely on the basis of its height and 

speed and the nature of the ride (throwing a person around a track in an open car, etc.).  

On the other hand, I will probably assess the situation as one of relative safety – if for no 

other reason than that I can see riders getting on and off safely.  Once I am on, however, 

the sensation of risk is revived.  This will undoubtedly vary in accordance with the 

coaster; a coaster that is higher or faster will seem riskier as will a suspended or 

standing coaster.  Also, I have also found the idea of going upside down inherently 

frightening.  The faster and higher the coaster, the more I presume myself to be 

exposed to potential injury.  I am highly conscious of my skin (due to the wind 

resistance), my fragile bones, my all-too-vulnerable skull.   

But my actual endangerment is slight, even taking into account accidents and 

deaths.  Statistically, roller coasters are much less dangerous than cars, yet many of us 

get behind the wheel without any perceived danger (Conley).  This must be at least 

partly due to the physical familiarity of the car; if I could pluck a person from the year 

1800, when horse-drawn devices and walking were the foremost forms of 

transportation and before steam locomotives were in general use, I would surmise that 

this person’s first experience of riding in a car would not be unlike a roller coaster ride.  

However, the perceived risk of the coaster must be related to the particular experience 
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of embodiment that it gives me.  I am in an open car, held in place only by a bar or 

harness.  On some level, I know that at the speed I am moving makes me especially 

vulnerable to anything I might run into, or that might run into me.  Imagine being hit in 

the face by a piece of paper at that speed; it is faintly alarming.  My body also knows 

that turning corners at high speeds is usually not a good idea.  Finally, on an 

intersubjective level I am continuously, reflexively aware that the coaster has been built 

to maximize my impression of physical danger; this awareness has the perhaps 

paradoxical effect of maximizing my impression of physical danger because I know that 

it is going to try and exceed my previous experiences.  My relations, at an absolute 

minimum, are to all my previous rides, plus the previous rides and designs of those who 

designed the coaster.  This is equally the case for coaster enthusiasts and casual riders.  

Azizi Ali, a self-professed roller-coaster addict, lists several coasters he has experienced, 

but claims he still is scared every time.  He then goes on to compare the experience 

explicitly to watching a horror film, except “it’s your own neck that’s on the line” (2).  As 

for those who remain on the ground, refusing even to step on board, the potential 

embodiment and the social relations are more or less the same; the critical difference is 

that their perception of risk is that much higher.  They may or may not have ridden a 

coaster before, but in either case they have a lifetime of experience being embodied. 

Ultimately, my pleasure in the roller coaster is not in surviving it.  It is in the ride 

itself.  Once I am over the first hill, my perception of risk no longer exists; I feel only the 

pleasure of the motion.  I believe this is true for Ali and other coaster enthusiasts, for 
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there must be something that counterbalances the renewal of embodied fear at the 

outset of the experience.  Tales of roller coaster riding as including an expression of risk 

perception are misleading, suggesting that the pleasure of the ride was only in 

overcoming the risk.  Such phrases are part of the hyperbolic narrative that naturally 

surrounds such brushes with death, as here:   

A sharp, wincing intake of breath. . . and the feeling of innards popping 

up like a parachute in one's rib cage. My hair flew back, and my eyes 

peeled wide and filled with tears, a product of the 60-mph wind and also 

of self-pity. My teeth clenched and my knuckles locked bone-white 

around the lap bar. The train plunged into a short, hell-rattling tunnel, 

whipped around a sharp turn in the dark and roared up an-other hill. 

Scenery stuttered by like a film getting snagged in the gate of the 

projector. Everything veered out of control and it was clear that I was 

about to die. (Conniff, qtd in DeAngelis 84-85) 

 

Again, this narrative is entertainingly hyperbolic but the reader and the writer both 

know that death was not going to happen.  The writer may have entertained the 

thought during the ride; more likely is that the hyperbole is way of reexperiencing the 

pleasure of the extreme perceptual situation after the fact.  I will venture to say that the 

better part of the pleasure of roller coasters and other rides is derived from play – play 

with speed, with motion, with sensation. 

A second variation on the theme of perceived risk takes me again into the world 

of tourism – in this instance, adventure or “extreme” tourism which has seen “meteoric 

growth” over the past decade (Cater 317).  Extreme tourism incorporates activities that 

place high physical demands upon the tourist, require significant skill development, and 

often involve fairly high risks; examples would be base-jumping, spelunking, sea-

kayaking, and many others. In New Zealand, a pioneer and primary destination for 

adventure tourism, one can jump 192 meters from the Sky Tower in Aukland, mainly to 

have the experience of free-fall.  
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For a split second after stepping off the Sky Tower you will feel as if you 

have made the biggest mistake in your soon-to-be-shortened life.  “It's 

probably the longest half a second in the world," says the man behind 

Auckland's newest high-adrenalin attraction, Nick Andreef (“Tiki Tour” 1). 

 

Other popular forms of adventure tourism include bungee-jumping, white water rafting, 

sky diving, (Hawkins), swimming with sharks, or jumping off of Mount Everest (Staples), 

and so much money is to be made in the business that other countries, including 

Canada, Libya, Scotland, and Antarctica (“Ice”) are venturing into the extreme tourism 

business.6  For sale, also, are extremely rare and expensive experiences; for 

$30,000,000, you can spend a little time on the International Space Station (Staples).   

Patently, the risk factor in these activities is somewhat higher than in riding a 

roller coaster and the awareness of potential injury or death that much more acute.  A 

continuous, albeit statistically low, series of fatalities due to adventure tourism 

increases every year, along with minor injuries, scandals, and legal actions.  Much of the 

popular literature, along with some of the personal narratives of extreme tourists, relies 

on the presumption that the euphoria of survival follows a deliberate assumption of 

risk.  As Carl I. Cater notes, the increase in risk-seeking tourism (at least among 

developed, middle- and upper- class populations who can afford this kind of adventure) 

seems to be directly proportional to the decrease in risk in ordinary, middle-class lives.  

In a similar vein, Heike Puchan claims that the rise in this kind of tourism is due to a 

desire to escape from an increasingly regulated and sanitized life (177).  However, some 

evidence suggests that for these tourists the risk is essentially handed over to the 

tourism operators who have the onus of making the activity safe (Cater 318).  This leads 
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to a conclusion that the apprehension of risk is therefore much lower than one would 

presume.  Some interviews with tourists suggest that risk as a motivator must be 

balanced with other objectives, such as the benefits of mastering some new skill or 

conquering a physical challenge.  Indeed, although participants in these activities cite a 

range of motivations, one of the most frequent seems to be a conscious desire to take 

on a safe thrill.  It has been suggested that a distinction exists between “assumption of 

risk” and “thrill-seeking,” and that the latter is a more accurate description of what the 

extreme tourist is seeking.  A thrill has to do with the pleasurable knowledge that one 

cannot actually be harmed (Cater 321).  Interviews with adventurers seem to confirm 

that these tourists are not interested in any real endangerment although when talking 

about it, they may be likely to use the word “risk” (just as people describe their roller 

coaster experiences in terms of danger survived).  In sum, I would be cautious to 

distinguish actual and perceived risks.   

Perceived risk does not mean that fear is not real; the pursuit of fear is a 

necessary ingredient to adventure tourism, but this is not identical with risk.  In a sense, 

the goal of adventure or extreme tourism is a kind of play with fear (Cater 322).  Again, I 

would add to this the notion that a basic embodied pleasure is derived from unusual or 

extreme perceptual experiences.  Many of the extreme tourism scenarios involve speed 

and motion that are quite removed from our ordinary experience.  I would speculate, 

contrary to those who contend that modern humans are seeking calculated risk, that we 

are seeking perceptual play of the kind that roller coasters and extreme tourism provide.  
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It is inherently, potentially dangerous, but it is not the danger itself that is sought but 

the embodied contexts and experiences that are derived from it.  

Because we – and by “we,” I mean those who have a certain degree of privilege 

– are modern, usually mature humans who can no longer have access to perceptual play 

by climbing trees or running from predators, and because we have procured physical 

safety through the development of numerous technologies that keep us warm, safe, 

fed, and watered, we need unique kinds of technological embodiment to provide the 

play that we crave.  We need a massive track constructed of metals and plastics, 

operated electronically, to awaken us to our embodied, perceptual natures.  We need 

specially constructed vessels – boats, jets and even space ships – to provide these 

relations.  I do not question that some individuals among the species are more risk 

averse or are quite satisfied with the bumper cars as opposed to hurling themselves 

from a cliff.  However, the need and desire for perceptual play is the underlying thread.  

We need to feel our hearts beat faster and sweat moisten our skins 

 

Interpretation:  Play With Danger 

 

A scary, suspenseful, or unpleasant film is almost literally a scary ride.  Some 

people refuse to be on board.  Others have been on so many of these rides that offer no 

surprise, no threat, and they continue to go for a variety of possible reasons, including 

that they may have the sensations of the thrill despite their expectations.  For the rest 
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of us, who fall somewhere in between these two extremes, the film may be genuinely 

frightening in that I do not know exactly what I will experience or what it will do to me.  I 

do know that the person or persons who have prepared it for me have made no promise 

to subject me only to things that I can experience easily.  Put another way, it is not so 

much that I may be frightened, alarmed, or grossed out, but that I do not know where it 

will stop, at least in the most effective films of this kind.  I do not know fully what I will 

experience,7 or if I can take it.  This causes me the emotions and sensations of anxiety or 

fear.   

I am willing take this risk, however, because something remains in the 

experience that I do expect and I do want.  Even more so than with pleasurable 

spectacle, unpleasurable film spectacle makes available to me a particular relation to 

myself as an embodied, perceiving subject.  It plays upon those relational capacities like 

a musician plays upon an instrument, making them sound out, when usually I am not 

even willing or able to admit that they exist.  Sensational, fantastic films use the familiar 

relations and connections of ordinary perception that I take for granted to build a new 

sensational experience, something to which I do not have access in my everyday life. 

In this, unpleasant spectacle is similar to pleasant spectacle; in both is a 

combination of familiar sensations and unfamiliar sensations, the expected and the 

unexpected; I will venture at this point that this combination of old and new elements is 

fundamentally constitutive of play (with the intention to pursue this idea further on).  As 

I prepare to go on a roller coaster, I can say that I have experienced speed before, in 
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cars, airplanes, other rides.  I have also experienced sudden changes in direction and 

being in high places.  I may also have experienced nausea (although in my case I seem to 

be immune to all forms of motion sickness).  But I have not experienced all of these 

physical states all at once, or in the particular manner and order that I will experience 

them on this coaster.  I have not experienced this ride.   

Analogizing to the situation of fantastic film, again is a combination of new and 

old.  Having seen films before, and many of them fantastic films, many of them 

suspenseful, I know what it is to experience a fantastic rupture of the body, a fast-

moving camera, or a stinger.  Without the perceptual abilities that I have, I would never 

be able to make sense of these, and that I have experienced them before only means 

that they are that much less perceptually striking.  Perhaps the films that we call horror, 

more than any other, are built on perceptions that lie at the extreme end of what we 

might experience; once they have been combined and recombined and presented to us, 

our bodies learn them quickly, which is why we quickly lose the thrill in relation to them.   

This is not an issue of ever-increasing explicitness but of originality.  As we are 

already in the context of strong, even dangerous perceptions, it is the newness of a 

perception that thrills not the extremeness of it.  Occasionally, something that goes to 

new extremes will be effective but only if it also happens to create a new kind of 

perceptual relation.  This explains how something as simple and non-explicit as 

Paranormal Activity can be so terrifying; although many were quick to relate the film to 

The Blair Witch Project in premise and aesthetics, it still felt new enough to terrify.  
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Moreover, Paranormal Activity is an excellent case study in the effects of hermeneutic 

context; the same film produced widespread agreement that it was “the most terrifying 

film ever made” and at the same time “the most boring, stupid and unscary movie ever 

made.”  Some thoughtful commentators noted the importance of context to whether or 

not the film was scary; in my case, the sensation of terror throughout the theater was 

palpable.  More broadly, the factor of hermeneutic context also explains how such a 

wide range of sensibilities and sensitivities to unpleasant stimulae in fantastic film can 

exists, how Godzilla could be a horrifying spectacle in one context and little more than a 

guy in a rubber suit stomping down a miniature Tokyo in another; or how Scream 

(Craven, 1996) could be a delightful romp to one person and an ordeal to another.  The 

perceptual embodiments of audiences in 1954 Japan and 2010 North America are 

similar on one level, built on the same kinds of brains and flesh, the same evolved 

capacities, yet hermeneutically they are entirely different.  And within any given time 

frame, in any given geographical space, individuals will vary in their embodiments.   

What we do generally have in common as modern humans is the widespread 

accessibility of fantastic film.  I recognize that it is problematic to generalize about 

audiences in this way, but I am speaking of degrees of availability; people of most 

classes in most developed countries (and I realize that this excludes millions) can afford 

to go to the movie now and then.  Failing this, they can of course access DVDs and 

downloads and bootlegs, and even though the nature of the experience could be 

tangibly different, a thrill is still possible.  My point is, as much as I love a roller coaster, I 
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do not have ready, every day access to one.  I cannot afford a trip to outer space; I am 

scarcely more able to afford a white water rafting trip.  But I do have access to fantastic 

film; the potential availability of my embodiment in a movie theater, with a fantastic 

film replete either with pleasurable or unpleasurable sensations is the most significant 

variation between filmgoing, roller coaster riding, and extreme tourism.   

That I no longer have the perceptual predisposition to find certain things thrilling 

does not make me jaded.  I do not subscribe to the reactionary view that sees the 

intensification of gore and spectacle at the movies – or the increased desire for extreme 

tourism – as a sign of the growing numbness of modern humans.  Nor does it mean that 

I suffer from a lack of empathy, or a surfeit of aggression.  As a human organism, I have 

always been aggressive.  More pertinently, I have a need for play, an activity which is 

sensuous, embodied, and based upon perceptual talents.   The thrills proffered by 

fantastic film have developed to meet this need and are part of a long history of 

technological creations we have devised for this purpose.  As the popular essayist and 

naturalist Diane Ackerman has noted, for humans play is a necessity:  an important 

behavior that contributed to the evolution of our perceptual adaptivity, a refuge from 

ordinary life, a link to our natural selves, and, at times, a sacred activity (6).  Through our 

history we have had many contexts and locations for play, and it seems that the cinema 

is another, and significant, location.  In light of my explorations of the previous pages, it 

may be said that the fantastic film in general and the horror film in particular are still 

more specific locations for this play. 
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Endnotes 

                                                
1 Michel Chion has written on the psychological impact of sounds that are not 

connected to any physical locus; in his discussion of the “acousmêtre” or acoustical 

being (129), he elaborates as to how a lack of embodiment (as, for example, in the 

Wizard of Oz) provides this entity with omnipotence, omniscience, and omni-presence 

(129-130). 

 
2 “[I]t was necessary to have sounds and voices so that the interruption of them could 

probe more deeply into this thing called silence” (Chion 57). 

3 The opening sequence of Final Destination III depicts a group of riders being mangled 

in various creative ways in a roller coaster debacle, ironically mirroring the association. 

 
4
 The Switchback Railway was the first in America (1827) although it did not switch from 

its original purpose of hauling coal to transporting passengers until 1873.  Meanwhile 

the first “Loop-the-Loop” roller coaster was introduced in Paris in 1946 (Conley; Cypress) 

 
5 Just a sampling:  A coaster injured four people in Tampa in 1987 (Plott and Orsi).  In 

August 1999, a mother and child were killed on a New Jersey coaster – with witnesses 

(McFadden).  In May 2007 a coaster in Osaka, Japan, derailed, killing one person and 

injuring 19 (Yomiuri). 

 
6 These adventures are equally popular with men and women (Staples). 

 
7 This phenomenological insight accounts for those who watch a lot of horror films being 

rarely frightened by them; because they so often follow known conventions and 

aesthetic devices, the movie-goer has no reason to expect that he/she will be subjected 

to anything they have not already experienced.  A truly innovative film, one that deploys 

its physicality in unexpected ways, is the best candidate for a real scare, for the moment 

that the experienced horror goer is surprised, everything is potentially new again. 
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Chapter VI.  The Movie Sucked but the Music Was Good 
 

 

Especially like the final fight between Obi-Wan and Anakin on Mustafar 

there, and you hear the music is kind of like foreboding and then they 

start the fight and it picks up the pace and then it becomes almost 

frantic, you know, when they’re going through the hallways and you have 

the sounds of the light sabers clashing with it, you know, they have that 

one shot where they’re going through that really narrow hallway and I 

think they’re about to go outside and their light sabers are just cutting up 

the whole room as they back up, you know?  And then the music is just 

picking up pace behind that and just building up to this huge climax that 

would’ve still been there if it had just been the fight but you add the 

music in and it’s so much more engaging.  You know without it would 

have just been, you know, okay well, you know what’s going to happen.  

You know that Obi-Wan’s gonna win if you’ve watched any of the other 

movies later on but still you know you throw the sounds in there and 

you’re still on the edge of your seat. 

George, Discussion Participant 

 

 

Music is not the notes on scores.  Nor is it merely the vibrations of air 

that we hear as sounds.  It is, rather, our whole, vast, rich experience of 

sounds synthesized into meaningful patterns that extend over time.  This 

experience of musical motion is no less real for being a product of human 

imagination – which is our profound capacity to experience ordered, 

meaningful patterns of sensations.  If there were no people like us, with 

bodies and brains like ours, then there would be no musical time and no 

musical motion.  Music exists at the “intersection” or organized sounds 

with our sensorimotor apparatus, our bodies, our brains, our cultural 

values and practices, our musical-historical conventions, our prior 

experiences, and a host of other social and cultural factors.  

Consequently, musical motion is really experienced by us, albeit via our 

imaginative structuring of sounds. 

 

Mark Johnson, The Meaning of the Body:  Aesthetics of Human Understanding 255 
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I mentioned earlier in the context of my discussion of moments of embodied 

awe (Chapter Four) a scene from The Two Towers (2002)(TTT).  At the climax of the 

Battle of Helm’s Deep, Gandalf charges down a steep slope at the head of a company of 

Rohirrim with the dawn behind him.  In the context of Chapter Four, this item of 

description was one of a number of examples of spectacle, in this case falling within the 

provisional category ephemera.  From this and other examples, I proposed some 

perceptual “givens” for spectacle in fantastic film.  These givens tended towards a co-

mingling of perceptual elements:  large and small, motion and stillness, familiarity and 

non-familiarity.  From the interpenetration and interrelationship of these dimensions of 

sensation arises the embodied experience I originally labeled “awe.”  I suggested that, in 

fact, it is the relationships among these dimensions, of contrast, combination, and 

recombination that lead to an experience of comprehensive sensory astonishment. 

While I do not intend to revise this conclusion (reduction) at this stage, I am 

going to confess to a sense of having failed already in my earlier descriptions.  Having 

limited myself, for strategic reasons, to describing separately (for the most part) the 

visual and the aural components of such moments, I also left out any description of the 

music, even though music is and was an essential aspect of many of these experiences.  

The scene of Gandalf’s charge incorporates only one of many cues from Howard Shore’s 

score for Lord of the Rings (LOTR) that, combined with the other perceptual elements of 

the filmic presentation, affect me strongly.  The totality of that moment, inclusive of the 
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music, makes my stomach quiver and the hair raise on my neck.  In many of a number of 

repeat experiences of this scene in the theater, tears came to my eyes.  Clearly, this was 

a sensorially intense experience, and my still-developing phenomenological skills intuit 

that it would have been better described at the outset with the integration of music.  

After all, it was the perceptual entirety of the scene to which I was relating.  Thus, in this 

chapter I seek to address the omission, even while acknowledging that a more properly 

horizontalized approach would have encompassed music.   

Having said this, however, some of these comprehensive film experiences consist 

in being present with particularities:  the beauties of the light and the colors, the rumble 

of the Rohirrim in the charge, and, indeed, the music.  I do hear how, in the first section, 

the cue consists of an ethereal choral arrangement underscored by what sounds like a 

bass drum roll (perhaps with a timpani roll as well).  I hear how, at the climactic moment 

of Gandalf’s leap, the music explodes into full strings, singing out in unison one of so 

many memorable melodies from the trilogy.
1
  This is to say that, as much as I might seek 

to describe various sensational experiences in a way that detaches their aspects only to 

the minimal extent necessary to describe them on paper, in turning to the music I must 

find a way to describe how it affected me as music, for this too is part of my 

experiencing.   

The latter is no easy matter, as I shall explain shortly, but first I observe that this 

struggle with the apparent need to separate the different modes of experience is 

consistent with a methodological tension that has been present throughout this 

dissertation.  Referring to the phenomenology of perception as presented by Maurice 
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Merleau-Ponty, I have argued that our perceptual experience does not consist of 

separate streams of input with the labels “sound” and “vision” and “touch,” each 

corresponding to specific types of neuro-psychological energies and/or locations in the 

brain; rather, from a phenomenological perspective, perception as experienced is better 

viewed as a synthesis of the various modes.  The experience in its entirety – dare I say, 

its wholeness – consists of all that is Gandalf-charging-down-the-slope.  This 

phenomenological claim is based in a certain model of selfhood as formed in and 

through perceptual experience.  The experience of self is constituted from tactile, 

mobile relations, or as  Alva Noë and Kevin O’Regan put it, “consciousness is not 

something that we have but something that we do” (939).  Accordingly, I should, in my 

descriptions of fantastic film experience, attempt to deploy the language of this 

“enactive” approach to perception, language that would see the various modes of 

perception as “styles” of tactile interrelationship in and to the world.  Yet I have 

repeatedly used more traditional terms (i.e., “images,” “sounds”), finding it difficult to 

proceed without making these descriptive separations.   

Yet this can be justified on the grounds that we do continue still to apply them to 

our experience, which is to say that within the wide horizons of intersubjective doing 

and being certain experiences come to the forefront of our attention from time to time; 

thus, an occasional experience of divided attention is recognizably present within the 

wholeness of experience.  In Don Ihde’s terms, we have the capacity for “relative focus,” 

to select the figure which flows to the top of a general saturation of perceptual being, 

the latter being for Merleau-Ponty “the flesh of the world.”  My tendency to fall back 
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upon describing the visual and the aural as discrete contributors to my spectacles could 

be due in part to the inevitable failings of written language, which can only put one 

word after another.  Nevertheless, I cannot help but believe that these failures of 

language remain mine; whether they are due to a lack of imagination or some inborn 

tendency of humans always to make divisions amidst experience, I do not yet know.  

Although I am thoroughly convinced that the real is a complex web, in attempting to do 

justice to it I find myself continually resorting to suggestions of “twoness” (for example, 

my contrasting of the perceptually familiar and unfamiliar in spectacle) to address the 

“both/and” quality of being simultaneously human bodies and acculturated humans.  I 

am not yet certain that I can describe perceptual experience in a way that does not give 

rise to some dualities.  This is conundrum that haunts me as I turn to music and no 

doubt will pursue me to the conclusion of this project. 

To put this dilemma back into a more concrete context, as much as I may refer to 

the charge of Gandalf the White as one entire perceptual experience, and as much as I 

am confident that it is perceived as such, I cannot help but notice, now and then, some 

or all of the parts that go into the whole.  Importantly, one of these is the music, and I 

can, and do, break down the experience of music further.  I hear voices and violins and 

drums.  I also experience feelings and sensations that apparently arise from the 

particularities of harmony, melody and orchestration, some of which “make me just 

crumple inside.”
2
  To the extent that I do hear these things, aspects of my entire 

experience are discretely attributable to music.   
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By engaging with these particularities of experience, I take the risk of reinscribing 

the separation of film and music that has often plagued film music studies in the past.  

Indeed, film music commentary has frequently addressed the musical score as discrete 

from the film, judging first how it succeeds (or does not) as music, and secondarily, how 

it succeeds as a support to narrative unity.  As Caryl Flinn notes, “Scores are discussed 

outside of their cinematic context — in much the same way that music has been 

isolated from its social and historical setting within traditional musicology” (Strains 4).  

Film music composers themselves have expressed views about their role that suggest 

they consider “the film” to exist prior to the music, as Ennio Morricone implies here: “In 

the cinema, the music is conditioned by the images and by the direction of the director, 

and therefore is complementary to the film” (Burlingame and Crowdus 76).  In short, an 

idea persists that there is the film and there is the music.  According to this trend of 

thought, the music serves the film but is not of it.  This could be considered a further 

iteration of the problem of excess discussed in Chapter One.  I suggested that film 

music, particularly as employed in narrative cinema, could be regarded as just more 

excess (assuming that I accept that such a thing as excess is in film), something 

extraneous to narrative necessity despite that it has often been a significant aid to 

narrative unity (Gorbman).   

Since my goal has been to undermine the notional separation between narrative 

unity and excess, I would treat the music ideally as something intrinsic to the film 

experience.  However, if I were to treat music as just one more thing that might be 

heard in the course of the film, I would be ignoring over two thousand years of interest 
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in the question of just what music is, in how and why it affects us.  Indeed, I believe that, 

at times, the experience of music incorporates a phenomenological inquiry about its 

power; even as I hear and marvel, I wonder how it can be so.  This means that the 

methodological issue of choosing words to describe my experience penetrates deeply 

into some vocabularies of what music is and how it works.  To discuss the experience of 

film music must be, to some extent, to discuss the experience of music.  As Jeanette 

Bicknell observes “Ultimately the question of why some music tends to arouse powerful 

emotional responses in some listeners cannot be separated from the question of why 

any music at all matters to anyone” (6). 

In other words, to carry out the tasks of phenomenology (description, reduction, 

interpretation) in this case, I can scarcely avoid engaging with questions that are 

endemic to the study of music.  One such question, much studied by music 

psychologists, is:  How can music arouse emotion at all given its lack of existential 

connection to material problems?  I cry when my house burns down, and I cry listening 

to a Mahler symphony – how can this be the case?  Are these two emotional 

experiences even comparable to each other (Bharucha et al. 151)?  Undoubtedly these 

kinds of questions are pertinent to understanding how film music affects us.  However, 

Patrik N. Juslin and Daniel Jästfjäll indicate a remarkable diversity of answers to this 

question, even to the effect that some people are not convinced that music produces 

emotion at all (560).  Moreover, while this academic literature can offer much insight, it 

is difficult to incorporate into my project because of its broader commitment to a 

certain model of human perception, a model that I took some pains to critique in 
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previous chapters.  Simply, a focus on emotion does not equate with a focus on the 

body and, indeed, many studies of musical emotion view it through a cognitive lens.  

Authors Juslin and Jästfjäll, for example, contend that throughout the literature on the 

psychology of musical emotion insufficient attention has been paid to “how” emotion is 

generated.  They propose an investigation into the underlying mechanisms that produce 

emotion; ultimately, they suggest six mechanisms that can, individually and collectively, 

account for emotional responses and are thus requiring further study.  These 

mechanisms encompass, but are not limited to, cognitive and bodily processes (564).  

For my part, a model of musical emotion that does justice to intentional relations and 

embodiment would resemble the neuro-phenomenological framework for visual 

experience that I explored in Chapter Two.  In other words, an ideal account of musical 

emotion would be part of an enactive model of, first, hearing, and second, hearing 

music.  It would require also further expansion into an enactive model of film music 

experience.   

For now, I must delay such an exploration until the interpretation section of this 

chapter.  The first step remains description, which in the context of musical experience 

invokes some specific problems surrounding vocabulary.  To proceed to description of 

fantastic film music, I must make decisions as to what type(s) of musical terminology to 

employ to express what might be “given” to the experience of fantastic film music.  My 

challenge is thus to select some language that can deliver an accessible description of 

some common threads in musical experience while simultaneously heeding to the 

specifics of that experience.  Of course, this is just another version of challenge of 
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bracketing or suspending the “natural attitude,” as previously discussed in Chapters 

Three and Four.  In those chapters, I labored to apply phenomenology to the cultural 

and hermeneutic complexity of film experience; now I am confronted with music, which 

invokes a multiply complex lifeworld, overlapping and interrelating with the lifeworld of 

film.  Music, as a human practice and source of multiple pleasures, encompasses many 

embodiments and relations.  Even if music does have some connections to pre-

reflective, perceptual capacities (which I believe it does), I could scarcely recognize it as 

music without the benefit of culturally sedimented ideas like “melody” or “harmony” or 

“timbre.”  Indeed, little or nothing would be left to talk about once everything that is 

the product of cultural interpretation were set aside. 

Music has its own technical language, the mastery of which in some ways implies 

mastery of creating, hearing, understanding, and even experiencing music.  Where the 

study of film music is concerned, this vocabulary has, at times, been reinforced by the 

abovementioned conceptual separation of “the film” and “the music.”  The study of film 

music has fallen within the province of music scholars, who, quite naturally, bring to it 

their own resources and commitments.
3
  While nothing is inherently wrong with this, it 

does present a significant obstacle to meaningful conversation about non-musicians’ 

experiences with film music.  At the same time, the formal analysis of such matters as 

harmonic structure or motivic development can be enlightening in terms of how the film 

music “works,” but not many non-music theorists can follow it.  Meanwhile, film 

scholars may acknowledge the importance and presence of music in cinema as a matter 

of social and historical fact, but again this does not provide for a descriptive vocabulary 
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that can encompass filmgoing experience in suitable depth.  Again, where music is 

concerned, the question of vocabulary goes directly to how music is experienced and 

thus how I can convey the experience.   

The upshot of this lengthy preamble is that I must again make an approximation 

of the phenomenological directive, “describe, don’t explain,” but in this case one that 

necessarily incorporates quite a lot of explanation.  I will describe film music 

experiences in language that is as simply descriptive as possible.  I have decided to avoid 

as much as possible such structural specificities as “counterpoint,” “harmonic 

structure,” or “melodic development”; at the same time, other terms within musical 

vocabulary, like “dissonance,”
4
 and “chromaticism,”

5
 are indispensable to me as locators 

of musical experience.  I shall assume that most readers have some familiarity with the 

timbres of different instruments and that concepts like volume and tempo are fairly self-

explanatory.  I assume a degree of “every day” listening competence of the kind that 

allows listeners to reap the musical benefits of characteristics such as consonance and 

dissonance, melody, harmony, resolution, and expectation.  Above, I suggested that 

music theory describes things comprehensible only to music theorists, but this is not 

strictly true.  Any time that a non-musician notices music in a film (or any other time, for 

that matter), he/she is making a kind of untutored musical assessment, inasmuch as the 

formal structures of music do have effects that may be recognized yet cannot be 

articulated specifically.  Non-musicians, after a lifetime of exposure to a musical idiom, 

can be considered “experienced listeners”:   

Nonmusicians do not learn a formal system with which they can describe 

and think about musical structures but they have a considerable amount 
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of experience with music: they hear music every day of their lives, they all 

sung as children and sung in school, they have moved and danced to 

musical rhythms, and most of them have attended concerts (Bigand and 

Poulin-Charronnat 102). 

 

Obviously, some limitations and likely variations in the competence acquired 

based in genetics and level of interest exist to this kind of competence (Lerdahl and 

Jackendoff 3).  It has been suggested that musicians are likely more attentive and are 

more efficient in processing things like pitch, timbre, and tempo; Emmanuel Bigand and 

Bénédicte Poulin-Charronnat find, however, that this does not make them better able to 

“hear” music.  It might be said that musicians and non-musicians simply hear differently.  

Non-musicians are able to process musical structure but in a more abstract format than 

musicians (106).  Personally, I know enough music theory to label a resolved cadence, 

perhaps to say that it is a dominant-tonic (V-I) structure, but that is nearly the extent of 

my knowledge.  I know that unresolved cadences have certain perceptual effects 

because they have not fulfilled tonal expectations, and I understand in a general way 

how tonality structures music.  Other listeners may not have access even to the slight 

musicological vocabulary that I have; they do not “know” that what they have heard is 

an unresolved cadence, only that something is “unfinished” or “questioning” (Bigand 

and Poulin-Charronnat 107).  They may recognize certain instruments or orchestral 

sections if pressed, but their experience is generally articulated in terms of mood and 

sensation; the quotation from discussant George at the head of this chapter is typical of 

the affective language used by my respondents in relation to film music.  They are quite 

able to identify styles, sounds, and composers.  They can say things like, “That is a Danny 

Elfman score,” which means that they can recognize characteristic choices for 
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orchestration, melody and harmony.  Importantly, they are also able to identify qualities 

that contribute to a “generic” sound; they do have opinions about what fantastic film 

music is.   

I would add that, as much as the phenomenological interpretation of music is a 

challenge, it is also particularly valuable as an elaboration of Merleau-Ponty’s account of 

perception.  More so than in previous chapters, this is a case study on the 

interrelationships of micro and macro perception, between the pre-reflective and the 

learned.  As much as my social experience constitutes what and how I hear, my very 

capacities to hear and understand music are based in my physiology and the physical 

properties of the world in which I am embodied.  Perceptual learning is constantly at 

work in what we hear, and this learning is not all of a piece but is comprised of varied 

streams both cultural and personal, reflecting our relational, material experience.  

Hearing music might “begin” with the physical encounter of sound waves and flesh, but 

it is also an intertwining of the innate and the learned that occurs on the most minute 

levels.  According to neuro-cognitive explanations, deep, schematic structures are the 

basis for our ability to hear melody and harmony as such, to recognize music as music.   

For example, with regard to melody, it is posited that upon hearing a two-note 

motif that traces the first two notes of the western diatonic scale (do-re), I have a deeply 

schematic (i.e., inaccessible to consciousness) expectation that the next note will be mi 

(Margulis; Narmour).  Eugene Narmour, in his “Implication-Realization” theory of 

melody, has developed a model in which certain kinds of expectations form a “bottom 

up” structure, “a set of implied continuations” based upon patterns of expectation 
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(Pearce and Wiggins 377).  Narmour and others working in a similar vein contend that 

these bottom-up structures are innate to human listening; a number of studies support 

the proposal of these innate factors.  Some theorists do question this innateness; 

Marcus T. Pearce and Geraint A. Wiggins perform their own study to test this hypothesis 

and conclude that patterns of melodic expectation need not be based on any innate, 

gestalt-based rules, that they can be accounted for by the combined effects of simple 

cognitive learning and musical context (401).   

In either case, expectation unfulfilled could invoke what Juslin and Jästfjäll refer 

to as a “brain-stem” response, that is, responses that originate in the oldest and most 

involuntary functions of the brain.  Echoing these authors, Isabelle Peretz insists that we 

recall how music is based in biological functions since we are obviously biological 

entities (1).  She argues that, indeed, some musical universals exist:  discrete pitch 

levels; octave equivalence; a moderate number of pitches within the octave; a tonal 

hierarchy in which some pitches function as points of resolution; and the use of 

rhythmic patterns (Peretz 7).  The preference for the octave within most cultural musical 

forms, for instance, is based on the physical properties of sound; the same has been 

argued in relation to the fifth, although the case may be slightly less convincing.  In both 

cases, this preference is arguably based upon that in the octave and the fifth, the 

physical conditions (sound properties) that create dissonance are extremely minimized 

or eliminated.  In purely physiological terms:   

Tones (or tone components) that are too close in pitch (e.g. a minor 

second) will create roughness when heard together because the human 

sensory system, at the level of the basilar membrane, does not have 

sufficient spatial resolution to separate the tones. (Gosselin et al. 2586) 
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A battery of studies have explored the connection between brain studies and 

dissonance; for instance, Laurel J. Trainor et al. have found that very young infants (two 

months) already prefer consonance over dissonance.  Further, Peretz believes that our 

ability for music processing is based “on specialized cerebral processes that have their 

root in musical predispositions” (25).
6
  She explicitly questions the strong cultural 

determinist view that has music as a product of purely cultural effects.
7
  Although this is 

a matter of continuing debate, I would side with the perspective that schemata arise 

from inherent perceptual abilities but do so only through the pressure of experience.   

At a much more “macro” level is the matter of my individual listening 

personality, which my experience and my genetics inflect (Bigand and Poulin Charronnat 

122).
8
  I could be a major Star Wars fan who does not listen to music at all in my non-

film life (as impossible as it sounds, such people exist).  I could be one of the 

approximately four per cent of people who seem to suffer from genuine tone deafness.
9
  

Or I could be a filmmaker who is much more interested in cinematic than musical 

composition.  In sum, with the topic of film music we can see even further just how 

experience is comprised of perception thoroughly flavored by bodily interaction in 

specific lifeworlds.  This is why bracketing in relation to the phenomenological 

description of music must be so difficult and require so many qualifiers; no way exists 

for me to “switch off” my acquaintance with western music in general and film music in 

particular.
10

  Thus, in the descriptions that follow, I feel the necessity of not just 

describing a tune here or an orchestration there but to recall continually the cultural-

perceptual context of my hearing. 
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Description:  Once More With Feelings 

   

It would be pleasing, and conducive to symmetry, if I could re-deploy the same 

five categories (panoramas, etc.) I employed in the past two chapters.  However, I am 

sure it would be counterproductive to cling to the organizational prospect of a musical 

panorama or creature, even if it would be a stimulating exercise.  The experience of film 

music is something slightly different in kind than the “spectacle” I addressed in previous 

chapters, although it does contribute significantly to spectacle in film, and at times can 

be a spectacle in its own right.  Thus I must generate a new set of organizing labels.  

Rather than turning for clues to a particular film (as I did Avatar), I opt to begin with my 

most formative experience of film music (and probably of film).  Fortunately, this 

experience does surround a fantastic film that has probably been seen by as many (if 

not more) people as Avatar and which incorporates some extremely well-known and 

well-enjoyed film music.  From this, I will explore and describe four aspects of the 

experience of film music:  musical-plus, genre-based, author-based, and e-motional.   

It should be no secret by now that some of my most powerful embodied 

experiences in the cinema have had to do with music.  I have already mentioned my 

initial experience of the music of Star Wars, which arrived via eight-track tape in 1977.  

Since I was listening only to the music and had not yet seen the movie, I was in a way 

relating to it just as music, but it must be admitted that I was aware of the association of 

the music with a special film experience – my father’s.  He had seen Star Wars and told 

me about it with considerable excitement; I did not experience it myself until its re-
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release a year later (1978).  But I already knew the music well.  I have a strong memory 

of sitting inside my family’s trailer at the campground we used to visit every weekend, 

listening to this music over the trailer’s stereo system.  I was alone in the trailer, as the 

rest of my family was out doing things that people generally do in campgrounds.  It 

might be said that I was just encountering some good music, but even then I had a 

strong sense that something was special and different about this music, with its strong, 

accessible melodies and its predominant brass and percussion.  It seemed more exciting 

than other music.
11

  Throughout the years during which the original Star Wars trilogy 

was released (1977-1983), I consistently related to the films through the music.  I 

purchased and listened to the original scores before seeing the films and then listened 

to them repeatedly.   

My enjoyment of these scores is partly, but not entirely, a matter of personal 

taste.  I have always had a love for big, romantic music, although not exclusively; by age 

eight these preferences were forming.  My favorite passages throughout the Star Wars 

music (Episodes IV, V, VI) were frequently the loudest; I also engaged particularly with 

the melodies, more often than not those that are heroic or martial in flavor.  This is not 

to say I did not enjoy some of the gentler (but still romantic) melodies; “Han and the 

Princess” from The Empire Strikes Back (Kershner, 1979) is a particular pleasure.  

However, for me the most evocative tunes from the earlier trilogy remain the “Force” 

theme (present in varying forms throughout all six movies),
12

 the opening and closing 

title theme, “The Imperial March,” and “The Asteroid Field.”   Beyond these melodies, I 

have enjoyed many of Williams’s strong rhythmic passages.  I was always fascinated by 
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the music he wrote for the Battle of Hoth in Empire, which is filled with frenetic, 

scurrying strings, lumbering brass, and explosive, savage percussion.  Considerable 

violence is done to a pair of grand pianos, five piccolos, five oboes, three harps, and a 

battery of percussion that includes snare, timpani, cymbals, xylophone, harp, chimes, 

and bells.  Williams explains that this “unusual orchestration . . .  was necessary in order 

to achieve a bizarre mechanical, brutal sound for the sequence” (qtd in Matessino 12). 

Examining these pleasures, I notice how my memories of listening to fantastic 

film music consists of several, often overlapping aspects, some of which are more 

closely related to pleasure than others.  First, a significant part of my listening has 

always been a form of music appreciation that, while not entirely straightforward, can 

be said to be from the music itself.  Of course, some of this pleasure is created or 

intensified by association with the rest of the film.  Again, one of my favorite cues is 

“The Asteroid Field” from Empire, beginning with a restatement of the Imperial March 

that flows into the agitation of the chase, disoriented flourishes of the strings 

interwoven with a glorious brass theme, pulsing low strings underneath.  

Unquestionably, the combination of the music with the spectacle of the Millennium 

Falcon impossibly weaving through the thick clusters of asteroids, pursued by a Star 

Destroyer and TIE fighters, makes this as exciting as it is.  Yet as much as my subsequent 

hearings will always be associated with this sequence, I do take pleasure simply in the 

listening (even as I write this), in the turns of melody and/or motif, the rich 

orchestration, the shapes of the lines of different sections blending and contrasting.  

This is a type of listening that, in addition to the other pleasures I have received from it 
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over the years, exists along a continuum with all of my other music listening and is 

enjoyed as part of that expanding and contracting repertoire.  It may not be listening 

purely and solely to music in abstraction from its origins (if, indeed, such a thing exists), 

but it is distinguishable from the other categories upon which I expound further below.   

Based upon this aspect of film music experience, I have considered having a 

category called just-musical that would have to do with those moments when a piece or 

bit or line of music leapt out in its own right and made me think of obtaining the 

recording for further listening.  Of course, such pleasure itself comprises many specifics.  

It can be further broken down into the pleasure in changing volume, in a single volume 

(loud or soft), in a given rhythm, in a particular melody or orchestral flavor.  For 

instance, I cannot resist a full string section playing a choppy, staccato line, 

accompanied by huge percussion; such is the style of many passages from Ramin 

Djawadi’s score for the recent Clash of the Titans (Leterrier, 2010) remake.  Also by 

Djawadi, the music for Iron Man (Favreau, 2008) features a hard, electric guitar line, 

again underscored by the scurrying strings and busy percussion so common in action 

films.  As well, I tend to notice vocal lines, especially in high-pitched, unadorned, 

vibrato-free voices.  The same is true for most scores incorporating large, choral 

ensembles; of the latter, one well-appreciated entry is Goldsmith’s score for The Omen 

(Donner, 1976).  Goldsmith won an Oscar for twisting a sound that is typically associated 

with the sacred into a more satanic aspect through its atonality.  In fact, Goldsmith is 

one of a number of composers who have left an indelible musical mark on fantastic film, 

as I will discuss further below. 
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It is not feasible to discuss every score I have ever noticed and sought out for 

further listening, but I cannot omit Wojchiech Kilar’s for Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992).  

This is an instance in which I can truly say that, as much as I love the movie, I can happily 

sit through numerous screenings nearly for the sake of the music alone.
13

  As James 

Deaville observes in relation to Kilar’s score:  “The “beauty of horror” cannot reside in 

music alone, but it is hard to imagine that effect being achieved without the significant 

contribution of the score” (193).  Even as Kilar employs some familiar conventions from 

horror scoring he is entirely original; like Goldsmith, he uses choral passages to suggest 

the inversion of the sacred, and like countless composers of monster music, he builds 

the film’s major themes on close sequences of half-steps and minor intervals.  He thus 

captures perfectly the vague western sensibility that in eastern Europe the profane 

remains at large, barely disguised by a frail veneer of civilization.  The cue “Vampire 

Hunters” (also heard in the End Title) expresses this idea through a straightforward, 

brutish melody built on ascending and descending half tones, played in very low brass 

and strings and accompanied by a dreadful beat of the bass drum and timpani.  With 

each return and restatement of this melody a new layer of instrumentation is added, 

building upwards in pitch by octaves. By the final statement, the depths of the tuba 

have been doubled by piccolo several octaves above; since these intervals are in tune 

yet not perfectly in tune, the effect is uncanny.  Upper strings, when they finally enter, 

add tingling, nerve-jangling shivers.  The percussion also grows in volume and in anxiety.  

In another cue, “Dracula/The Beginning,” an eerie female voice sings out, again 

sketching a close line built on chromatic scale.  Still in other places, Kilar seems to 
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capture the soul of late nineteenth-century romance with his (still chromatic) sickly 

sweet strings, accompanied by bells, piano, and harp.  For the cue “The Brides,” a theme 

that seems to consist entirely of flourishes in slow motion is alternately dragged and 

pushed to its peak by slurpy, syrupy strings, climbing simultaneously in sensuality and 

dread.  Kilar’s vision of romantic horror expresses a morbid Victorian repression, one 

that sees what it longs for as a kind of death. 

While the latter score remains one of my favorites, I cherish also various 

moments from LOTR.  One is, in Return of the King (ROTK), where Gandalf incites Pippin 

to light the Beacons of Gondor.  The visuals offer a panoramic scene of huge pyres atop 

mountains, being lit one after another, tracked by a slow-moving aerial camera.  The 

melody, heard previously in relation to Gondor, has Wagnerian scope but is also 

extremely hummable.  Carried by the brass section, the tune builds in intensity, leaping 

ever more heroic intervals while the strings bustle furiously beneath and each beacon is 

lit in turn.  With each iteration, the musical crescendo deepens; the sheer volume 

ultimately achieved by the music in this sequence is, for me, a large part of its reward.  

Every time I went to the film, this scene was one of those I looked forward to, mainly 

because of the music.   

Patently, these experiences are not just musical, which is why I decided this label 

was less than entirely appropriate.  I am not only having experiences of “music”; these 

are simultaneously experiences of “film music,” which suggests that a more apt label 

might be just-music-plus-music-as-with-the-film.  In the interests of brevity, I will call this 

category musical-plus.  We know that, as much as music intensifies the impact of 
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images, images also affect the reception of music (Boltz et al.).  This is to say nothing of 

the interrelationship of music and narrative.
 14

  As beautiful as it is, the musical cue 

“Galdalf the White” is unlikely to have affected me so powerfully absent of its narrative 

meaning.  In sum, once the association is made, the other parts of the film experience 

will always flavor the music itself.  This is borne out by the fact that I can summon up 

something of the film experience by just playing the music on my iPod or home stereo.  

Given this, it is hardly surprising that some of us collect the soundtracks from the films 

we love.  We are not doing this solely as amateur musicologists; our relation to this 

music is another mode of our relation to the film.  We love the films more because of 

the music, and we love the music in part because of loving the film. 

Also in musical-plus experiences I can include certain brief moments of sensory 

merger, when all the components of a film seem to unite in an instant of intense 

perceptual pleasure.  These can happen with or without music, but in general music 

tends to be a part of them.  Again, I do not doubt that these experiences are quite 

variable and personal.  For me, Gandalf’s charge is such a moment.  Another is from the 

Matrix series, which is, as a whole, one of the most sensationally compelling films I 

know; the visual concepts are hard-edged and eye-popping, the sound constantly 

fascinating, and all framed with intense, electronic or electronic-industrial music.  In the 

Matrix Reloaded (2003) is one moment of one scene that causes my heart to pound 

every single time:  Trinity and Morpheus exit a medieval castle into a contemporary 

parking lot (as one can do in The Matrix) where they are confronted by the Twins, a 

white-skinned, white-clothed killer program which fades and morphs at will to evade 
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damage.  Morpheus launches into combat, and at the same moment the electronic 

backscore increases in speed and dynamics in such a way that the entire effect is of 

intensification – of volume, of tempo, and, simultaneously, of drama.  In another such 

sequence in the film Batman (1989), for which the music cue is titled “Descent into 

Mystery,” Batman has just rescued Vicky Vale from the Joker and is taking her to the Bat 

Cave.  The sequence follows the Batmobile through a darkened, leaf-strewn forest 

framed by trees that, in typical Tim Burton form, are slightly too picturesque to be real.  

The music for this sequence opens with the grand piano punching out a rhythm, 

accompanied by anxious winds, and the introduction of the choral sounds that Elfman 

often employs.  An almost jazzy middle section in the strings and cymbals swells towards 

a climax in the brass alongside swirling choral cadences. 

Despite my subjective tone, I would emphasize that these experiences of film 

music are not merely the knowledge of isolated individuals but of communities.  That is, 

I do consider my subjective experiences as reflective of some intersubjective consensus.  

As with my choice to use Avatar I would argue that at least some of the themes and 

orchestrations of Star Wars are minimally recognizable to many people and that this 

music enjoys a high degree of popular familiarity.  Consider the video on YouTube that 

features a four-part, a capella tribute to some of the most well-known Williams themes, 

arranged by the group Moosebutter (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lk5_OSsawz4). 

Rather humorously, all four parts are lip-synched in the video by the same young man 

(Corey Vidal) positioned in each of four quadrants.  The medley combines the main 

themes from Raiders of the Lost Ark (Spielberg, 1981), Superman (Landis, 1978), E.T.:  
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The Extra-Terrestrial (Spielberg, 1982), Close Encounters of the Third Kind (Spielberg, 

1977), Jurassic Park (Spielberg, 1993), and Jaws (Spielberg, 1974).  The final line of the 

piece involves the singing of the quarter note quadruplet that concludes the Raiders 

theme, converted to a quintuplet, on the words “John Williams is the man!”  In addition 

to being viewed millions of times on YouTube, the piece was nominated for the 2009 

People’s Choice for Favorite User Generated Video (www.peopleschoice.com).  The 

popularity of this artifact of pop-culture suggests that at points in fantastic cinema , for 

myself and for others, the music is foregrounded, even to the extent that it becomes the 

primary pleasure rather than just one of a number of pleasures.  And it is not solitary, 

even if I may at times listen alone.  In listening to, in enjoying film scores, I have always 

felt an implicit connection to the film, to its audience.  I feel like we are listening to the 

music together, having this powerful, emotional, sensory experience collectively.   

By “we,” I do not mean to imply that this applies to every single member of the 

audience, but certainly it does have relevance for fans of various community identities.  

This understanding of the pleasures of film music as partly relational arises from 

reflection upon the powerful moments experienced in my screening discussion groups 

when we shared our pleasure in certain scenes and musical motifs, such as in ROTK 

where Pippin sings to Denethor (while his son rides to his death) or the ominous drums 

of the approaching Uruk-Hai in the TTT  Helm’s Deep sequence.  We even enjoyed a 

group sing of Williams’s “Duel of the Fates” from Episode I.  As whimsical as it is, “John 

Williams is the man” carries some intersubjective weight.  The meaning of such a 

statement for my purposes is not necessarily how it recognizes the quality of Williams’s 
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work per se but the way in which it speaks to millions of people in a virtually direct 

address and says, “This music rocks.  Remember?  Remember how much it rocks?”  

Beyond this, it might even have something to say about how much film music rocks in 

general.  In sum, the experience of film music is implicitly relational, and so is the 

pleasure.   

Again with respect to LOTR, the music is epically symphonic, heroic, even 

operatic, in the sense that it is a constant, an equal and essential partner in the 

storytelling.  I have often had a palpable sense of sharing this musically-enhanced 

storytelling with others in the theater and across much larger geographic spaces via the 

community of fandom.  From my experience as part of the community of LOTR fans, I 

am aware of how important Shore’s music has been to us.  Many members of the LOTR 

fan community have, where they had the opportunity, attended the Lord of the Rings 

Symphony as it toured around the world.  Live performances of the films are still being 

given worldwide, i.e., the live performance of the soundtrack music with a screening of 

one of the films.  On the Radio City Music Hall website, Ceryn (a fan) gushes:   

The concert itself was just. . .  fantastic. It has been hard to describe to 

people who never experienced it, how brilliant it was. And it has been 

difficult to even talk with my brother about it, as finding the right words 

that do the music justice is hard. But I think we both know what the other 

felt as we sat listening to some of our favorite themes, that in some cases 

were so loud, you could feel the floor and chairs vibrating. I have never 

experienced anything like it before, and I would have a hard time thinking 

of a better three hours I have spent than being there that night. 

 

Part of this may no doubt be due to a typical phenomenon within fandom, of taking a 

fascination in all things to do with the loved object, but where the music is concerned 

this is not the sole explanation.  The music is part of the reason the films are loved; it is 
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not loved after the fact.  For many fans, it was and is an essential, perceptible part of the 

experience.   

Howard Shore's score for The Fellowship of the Ring is a beautiful, epic, 

and complex piece of work that makes one feel like they have been 

entranced. Even when some of the text seems omitted from the screen, 

it can be heard through the powerful instrumentation conducted and 

created by this composer. The use of leitmotifs to symbolize a country, 

race, or character is stunning. (Fearful of Spiders, IMDB.com) 

 

Indeed, at times we might love the music more than the film.  As film-goers, we 

can push the narrative into the background and foreground the music, such as when we 

feel like the narrative is not particularly worth attending to.  That is to say, we can 

partake of the music and merely tolerate the rest, as my discussion groups mentioned in 

relation to several films:  “The music in the film Troy made it for me” (Sally, 1 Oct 2008).  

For Todd, “Gladiator was another . . .  that one had some cool themes behind it.  Also, 

Pirates of the Caribbean had some cool . . . ” To which Mark chimed, “Oh, yeah.  I hated 

Pirates of the Caribbean but I loved the music.”  Mark also went so far as to comment, in 

relation to Attack of the Clones: 

If it weren’t for the love theme that they introduced in the second movie, 

I would’ve walked out during all of the love scenes between Anakin and 

Padme. . .  it seems to tie in such weak dialogue, to make it . . .  it 

enhances the feeling to the point where I can put up with it. 

 

For my own part, I recently had this experience (not for the first time) while watching 

the remade Clash of the Titans.  The film was disappointing in many ways but not 

musically.  It could be said that, in such cases, my relative focus upon the film’s music is 

almost as strong as can happen.  Conversely, at times the film has been satisfactory in 

every way except musical, such as with Avatar.  For instance for that film, I found James 
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Horner’s score strongly reminiscent of Titanic at times and conventional to the point of 

cliché.  I might say that it detracted from the experience but not so significantly as to 

militate against my pleasure in the film as a whole.  

In discussing Kilar and Goldsmith’s contributions above, I allowed my 

descriptions of them as musical-plus to become somewhat adulterated by the mention 

of genre conventions for scoring fantastic film; somewhat before that, I suggested that 

film-goers have some ideas about what fantastic film music sounds like.  It should not be 

a surprise, then, that my second suggested way of relating to fantastic film music is 

genre-based.  That is to say that, in addition to just hearing the music as music and/or 

film music, we can hear what is patently music for a fantastic film. 

This is a type of film music experience, and a type of description, that recalls my 

discussion above regarding the interwovenness of physiology and culture.  There I 

referenced a school of thought arguing for the innateness of bottom-up structures in 

hearing music; of course, these thinkers do not deny the vast cultural diversity that 

arises as the bottom up meets the top down.  Many particularities and contingencies of 

learning and experience inform the top-down features of musical perception.  These 

contingencies form through a lifetime of exposure to certain musical styles; they would 

encompass not only the expectation of tonal resolution but also the ways that we 

sometimes expect melodies to develop in a given context.  For instance, a slithery, 

chromatic-sounding melody based on two or three close notes, such as is quite familiar 

within the idiom of monster music, is to some extent “predictable” especially by those 

who have experience with the genre.  In other words, culture-based contingencies that 
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inform our listening can include fandom-based learning, genre-based learning, and 

popular culture-based learning.  In the context of fantastic film music, genre is perhaps 

the foremost of these.  To be able to hear “fantastic film music” involves recognition of 

acculturated, generic conventions.   

Notable in this regard is the developed tradition of fantastic film scoring.  In his 

introduction to Off the Planet:  Music, Sound and Science Fiction Cinema, Philip Hayward 

defines this generic tradition as “expressing futurist/alien themes through use of 

dissonance and/or electronic sounds” (24).  Note that, while writings by Hayward and 

Rebecca Leydon associate the electronic, the avant-garde, and the dissonant specifically 

with sci-fi, many of the films explored in relation to this could be called horror too (i.e., 

many 1950s “paranoid” films including The Thing From Another World, It Came from 

Outer Space, and others, and, later, the Alien saga).  In other scholarly work, particularly 

that of K. J. Donnelly, the dissonant and avant-garde are similarly explored in relation to 

horror.  For these reasons, I prefer to say that these conventions are all associated with 

fantastic film, which incorporates both horror and sci-fi; it is not necessary to determine 

which makes better or greater use of these scoring traditions. Suffice it to say that the 

combined effects of these traditions are at times so familiar and so recognizable to 

many film-goers that they could be inserted into a soundtrack almost as neatly as the 

words “monster” or “alien” can be inserted into a sentence.   

Yet again, these cultural conventions have some physiological truths at their 

core.  The conventions of avant-garde music, which include atonal harmonies, an 

absence of accessible melody, plus abstract and dissonant instrumental sounds, seem to 
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arouse a displeasure based in physiology (Donnelly, Spectre 106).  Composers for film 

have long been aware that certain sounds – such as repetition, ascending sequences, 

shrill timbres, or extremely abstract lines – create tension, agitation, and outright 

discomfort (Donnelly, Spectre 100).  Some examples of this kind of music can resemble 

nothing so much as a long series of scary noises that invoke the physiological responses 

of terror – pounding heart, hair-prickling, skin-crawling, and blank, pulsing panic.  Still, 

as much as this kind of underscoring seems designed to speak directly to our most basic, 

bodily senses, without the schooling provided by exposure to a musical lifeworld we 

would have no expectations capable of being frustrated.  We would not be able to 

recognize, even unconsciously, the disturbing absences of consonance and melody.  

Likewise, our hearing of the timbre of electronic instruments, so much a part of 

the alien and monster music idiom, demonstrates how the threads of cultural memory 

and physiological response are intertwined.  When I try to envision the first hearing of 

the first theremin, I can barely imagine hearing it as anything other than strange, yet the 

evidence that surrounded the presentation of the instrument, based on a review of 

contemporaneous pieces in the New York Times, suggests that the sound of the 

theremin was not perceived immediately and exclusively as alien.  Turning to the news 

accounts of the time, I am struck by the reviewers’ concerns with the limitations of the 

instrument, particularly its pitch instability (“Ether Concert”; “Ether Wave”).  The most 

frequently applied adjective was “beautiful” (“Ether Wave”; “Exhibit”; “Wave of the 

Hand”), and many further described it as varying in quality between the sound of a 

violin and a cello.  The reactions of the public, or at least the fashionable public of New 
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York concert-goers and reporters, seemed to range from politely curious to enthusiastic, 

rather than alarmed.  Perhaps a thin thread of uneasiness is detectable in the persistent 

concern over pitch instability and the repeated references to the theremin as an “aether 

instrument.”
15

  

However, this uneasiness was possibly reinforced through use and reuse, as the 

sound of the theremin (or, later, synthesizers that imitate it) became associated with 

monsters through countless iterations in 1950s film and, subsequently, television.  Thus 

the theremin became “weird” by a process of cultural association.  But was this process 

truly inevitable?  In other words, is the sound of the instrument “innately” strange?  This 

would depend upon whether or not we ultimately decide that the response to 

dissonance is innate or culturally infused at a deeply schematic level.  The instrument 

does seem subject to pitch instability, a “slippery” or “slithery” quality.  In musical 

language, this means that the theremin tends to hit notes or overtones that are not 

within the tonal structure of whatever key the music is using, assuming it is using one at 

all.  The clash of overtones creates a sense of “out-of-tune-ness” or even dissonance.  

This is why it is possible to create the “monster” sound with “theremin-like gestures” on 

other instruments, such as in the Cloverfield (2008) “Roar! Suite” (Michael Giacchino) 

where the gesture is made via voice; it would require only a melody built on a chromatic 

scale, preferably in a high register, with strong vibrato.  The use of voice (either solo or 

in chorus) to suggest the Other, too, has a fairly extensive history in fantastic film; at 

times, voice has been used in place of or alongside the theremin, most famously 

perhaps in Alex Courage’s main title for Star Trek (the television show).  
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 Furthermore, as the history of electronic instruments unfolded, a number of 

electronic organs and synthesizers have been employed.  Of these, the most 

consistently associated with sci-fi and horror is the Hammond novachord, which is 

considered by some to be the first synthesizer (Cirocco).   Manufactured by Hammond 

from 1939 to 1942, the Novachord found its way into a number of film scores:  Cat 

People (Tourneur, 1942), Frankenstein Meets the Wolfman (Neill, 1942) House of 

Frankenstein (Kenton, 1944), House of Dracula (Kenton, 1947).  It accompanied the 

theremin in Herman Stein’s work for It Came from Outer Space and was also heard in: 

This Island Earth (Newman, 1955), Tarantula (Arnold, 1955), and The Mole People 

(Vogel, 1956).  Goldsmith also used it in his scores for The Satan Bug (Sturges, 1965), 

The Twilight Zone (TV), and Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea (TV) (Cirocco).  There are 

rare cases of truly experimental electronic/atonal scoring, such as the music for 

Forbidden Planet (Wilcox, 1956); constructed of a host of idiosyncratic circuits that died 

even as they fulfilled their purpose, recorded on magnetic tape that was spliced, re-

recorded with changes of tape speed and direction, with added echo and reverb 

(Leydon, “Affects” 62), these intergalactic burbles, wails, and whistles straddle the line 

between music and sound effect, leading to the invention of the terminology “electronic 

tonalities” in the film’s credits (66).  The alien-ness of this music is expressed not only in 

the oddity of the sounds’ timbres but also in the apparent absence of recognizable pitch 

systems or rhythmic structures.   

A further reason is that the use of a machine to generate electronic sounds 

seems generically appropriate.  Alongside any “inherent” eeriness they might convey, 
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electronic sounds have a quality of aural spectacle, a sound that is recognized and 

therefore potentially celebrated as human invention.  It can take on a considerable array 

of different sonorities and moods, yet one quality it can never entirely shake.  As a 

musical instrument, the computer or synthesizer is suspect; while a violin or drum is no 

less a product of human technology than a synthesizer, electronically-generated music 

connotes a relative lack of presence.  When it purports to “copy” the sound of an 

acoustic instrument, the synthesizer is deemed by some to be lacking, even as others 

would equate this achievement with the heights of technological progress.  Indeed, 

some suggest that our brains physically interpret electronic sounds as in some way 

profoundly artificial in relation to the sounds produced by other instruments.  Minute 

changes in the sound create the particular timbre, loudness, and pitch of a sound; these 

alterations rather than any continuity in sound are what our auditory cortex interprets 

and which are lacking in a synthesized sound (Jourdain 54).  Hence, the “surreal timbre” 

of synth sound (Buhler, “Music” 173). 

Notwithstanding the above, it must be said that film-goers will not always 

consciously recognize electronic or atonal music as generic; the above is more in the 

nature of an explanation of how and why these qualities, when exploited by a 

composer, may be heard as appropriate to the genre.  Moreover, it is unlikely that a 

given score will be entirely electronic or entirely atonal; the more common practice is to 

employ one or both the electronic and the dissonant at certain points, to differing 

ends.
16

  As well, many compositions for fantastic film may employ an electronic-

industrial sonority at times and an orchestral sound at others.  In the cases  of Total 
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Recall (Verhoeven, 1990) and Terminator (Cameron, 1984), the composers set heroic 

melodies over pulsing, electronic backbeats for the films’ main titles.  In Terminator, 

Brad Fiedel’s music was entirely electronic, while in Terminator 2: Judgment Day 

(Cameron, 1991) he combined sampled orchestral sounds with an industrial, percussive 

beat (Collins 175).  The Matrix series similarly incorporates both electronic and 

orchestral sounds (Evans 188).  Other fantastic scores that are entirely electronic are 

those for Sunshine (Boyle, 2007) and Silent Hill (Gans, 2006). 

In still other scores, much of what comprises musical structure is eschewed in 

favor of the almost purely sensational, as in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (Hooper, 

1974) and in John Carpenter’s rather famous theme for Halloween (1978) that consists 

of little more than a repeated chromatic motif (composed by Carpenter himself and 

expressed economically, electronically).  With Goldsmith’s music for Alien (1979) and 

Horner’s for Aliens (1986) much of the underscore consists of low pulses, scratchy 

violins, and percussive noises that are scarcely distinguishable from sound effects.  

These orchestral scores provide an abstract or unstructured sense of foreboding, 

punctuated on occasion by musical stingers.  Very little is recognizable as melody, apart 

from the occasional introduction of a heroic or melancholic motif; the rest of the time, 

the music functions strongly in concert with sound effects.  A similar observation can be 

made of Sunshine and Terminator 2; the theme of the T-1000  is a metallic, repetitive 

drone that could just as easily have been a part of the sound mix rather than a part of 

the score.  It bears observing that genre scores since the late 1970s have had to find 

their place within an increasingly extroverted sound design (Wierzbicki, FH, 230).  James 
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Buhler has suggested, however, that the entirety of the soundtrack – sound effects, 

dialogue, and music – could and should be conceived as an integrated composition 

(“Analysis” 58).  This argument would certainly be applicable to recent sci-fi films like 

Transformers (Bay, 2007) whose soundtrack is replete with the clamor of machine-

based life forms, a digitally created, recorded, processed and mixed maelstrom of 

electronic voices, explosions, gestures, and rhythms. 

The Fifth Element (Besson, 1997) provides a particularly striking use of both the 

electronic and the atonal.  It is a perfect manifestation of technological embodiment, 

combining images and sounds both of organic humanity and technological wonder – 

images and sounds that, in similar fashion, can only be accomplished by a blending of 

the analog and the digital.  The music produced by Eric Serra for the latter film draws 

frequently on an industrial-style backbeat, fusing it with vaguely eastern harmonies and 

melodic lines.  The electronic sounds of The Fifth Element are pleasantly artificial, 

stimulating an affect of wonder and excitement even while accompanying an urban 

future with related anxieties about authenticity and repetition.  Serra’s music seems, at 

other times, like a direct tribute to Bebe and Louis Barron, particularly in the opening 

title sequence which features a collage of non-melodic, random burbles and groans, 

shown accompanying a starscape much as in the opening title of Forbidden Planet 

(Wilcox, 1956).  In other parts of the film these random, synthesized sounds are blended 

with ambient drones, most often in relation to the encounter with the alien.  One rather 

memorable scene perfectly encapsulates the presence of the alien within the 

mainstream genre of sci-fi.  In this sequence, the hero Korben Dallas attends the 
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performance of an intergalactic, ten-foot tall, blue-skinned diva.  Her vocal performance 

is comprised of an operatic aria from the Earth repertoire that then transforms itself 

into a rather eerie melody that leaps and soars over monstrous intervals in a virtuoso 

display, accompanied by a funky backbeat.  It then transforms further into a line that is 

almost entirely avant-garde, not recognizable as melody in the traditional sense.  The 

performance itself is comprised of a human (female) performance, to which electronic 

notes are matched to the vocal timbre in order to create a vocal line that would be 

impossible for any human voice to execute.   

While scholarship on fantastic film scoring have established well the uses of 

electronic and experimental sounds, I want to add to this list of possible conventions 

that would contribute to genre-based film music experiences.  Even musical scores 

written in a more classical style, like Williams’s or Shore’s for LOTR, can be experienced 

as generic, and not solely by association with a given genre film.  Something about 

music written for fantastic films, outside of dissonance and electronic timbres, can also 

related to the fantastic; this is frequently a hyperbolic quality, an intensification of 

certain style topics such as “heroism,” “exploration,” “ominous,” and “magical.”  

Consider the theme that Goldsmith wrote for Star Trek:  The Motion Picture (Wise, 

1979) that was later adopted by the TV show Star Trek:  The Next Generation and may 

be the most well-known theme amongst all the music written for the Star Trek series.  

Of all the music Goldsmith has written for fantastic films [Logan’s Run (Anderson, 1976), 

The Omen (Donner, 1976), Capricorn One (Hyams, 1977), Coma (Chrichton, 1978), 

Damien:  Omen II (Tayler, 1978), The Swarm (Allen, 1978), Magic (Attenborough, 1978), 
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Alien (Scott, 1979), The Final Conflict (Baker, 1981), Outland (Hyams, 1981), Poltergeist 

(Hooper, 1982), The Secret of NIMH (Bluth, 1982), Psycho II (Franklin, 1983), Twilight 

Zone:  The Movie (Dante et al., 1983), Gremlins (Dante, 1984), Supergirl (Szwarc, 1984), 

Poltergeist II:  The Other Side (Gibson, 1986), Innerspace (Dante, 1987), Leviation 

(Cosmatos, 1989), Warlock (Miner, 1989), Total Recall (Verhoeven, 1990), Gremlins 2:  

The New Batch (Dante, 1990), The Shadow (1994), Powder (Salva, 1995), Deep Rising 

(1998), The Mummy (1999), The Haunting (de Bont, 1999), and many of the Star Trek 

films] this is perhaps some of the most classical in style.  If I were to travel back in time 

and listen to the music prior to its use in the film, I would not necessarily identify it as 

having to do with a fantastic story.  But with its soaring, heroic melody and its 

unabashed grandeur it is more than appropriate to the genre; few are the narrative 

situations for which such music could be suitable other than the triumphant departure 

of a majestic starship on humankind’s greatest adventure.  

Thus, to the conventions of electronica and atonality I propose that we add 

something like “epic” or, indeed, “fantastic.”  The music of fantastic film often draws 

attention to itself, in part because it seems necessary, or at least apt, to the narrative 

spectacle.  Certainly, films that are not located in outer space or in alternative, fantastic 

realities may also contain spectacle, but it is rarely on the same narrative scale.
17

  There 

is generally going to be a difference between music accompanying an exploding 

spaceship or a battle for the very fate of the universe, and music accompanying two 

people having their first kiss or a conversation about wine.  These words from discussant 

Rick seem to express this: 
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Also The Matrix, but I think, um . . .  with movies that are more 

fantastical, in the sense that they’re not necessarily true or real . . 

. you know, you can have a drama film . . .  say, just a regular 

Woody Allen film, it’ll have music in it, you know but it might not 

be as memorable because the music is so . . .  the music adds to 

the outlandishness or the fictive nature of horror and sci-fi, 

fantasy and action films . . . It’s a part of the film.  You can’t really 

have a large fantastical film without a large fantastical score. 

(Discussion, 1 Oct 2008) 

 

 In addition to epic melody, another marker of the fantastic score (although of 

course not exclusive to it) is the use of choral and solo vocal passages.  As indicated 

above, the use of voice can be a stand-in for the “eerie” sonority of some electronic 

instruments.  Moreover, the human voice, either alone or in chorus, seems to have 

some other properties that have lent themselves to the music of the fantastic.  I 

mentioned above Goldsmith’s score for The Omen; in that case, the connotations of 

choral sound have to do with the subjects of good and evil but, beyond this film, they 

also relate to nature, wonder, and innocence in various forms – innocence lost, 

innocence subverted, and even false innocence.  Thus we hear choral passages in films 

like Avatar (Cameron, 2009) and The Polar Express (Zemeckis, 2004).   

This is to say very little of the extensive interaction between children’s voices 

and horror (Link 38).  On a less perverse note, I would point to Elfman’s score for 

Edward Scissorhands (Burton, 1990) which employs a children’s chorus and the sparkling 

sound of the celesta alongside wistful strings and timpani rolls, creating an almost 

caricatured ambience for this tale.  It seems to say in the most explicit way possible 

“This is fantasy.”  It is not that Elfman is the first to deploy any of these strategies in a 

fantastic score.  The timbre of children’s voices have associations with, on the one hand, 
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a naïve sort of a wonder and, on the other, with an ironic absence of adult emotion that 

lends itself well to both horror and fantasy.  (Of course, in a Tim Burton film, nothing is 

straightforwardly sweet; the macabre is always lurking just beneath).  These 

associations were not established by Elfman; indeed, they extend at least as far back as 

the nineteenth century, and probably deeper (Link 39).  The same can be said of the 

stylistic influences that support Edward’s whimsical main title theme:  an unbalanced, 

waltz-like rhythm, playful orchestral textures, a melody that seems to twirl but is always 

on the point of tripping over itself.  These can be found also in the main themes for The 

Witches of Eastwick (Miller, 1987) and the Harry Potter series (both by Williams).  

However, the distinct characteristics of the Edward Scissorhands score have since been 

echoed and imitated in other films and television, even in commercials and movie 

trailers, suggests that these associations have crystallized in a particularly recognizable 

way within Elfman’s work. 

If nothing else, choirs provide a certain level of bombast; nothing can match the 

volume level of a large orchestra and full choir in high dudgeon.  Thus full choir, along 

with the aforementioned properties – epic, whimsical, and heroic melodies – are 

likewise found in the LOTR music.  Further to his more experimental efforts,
18

 Shore 

provides the epic trilogy with many grand melodies, scored for a full orchestra: the 

“Fellowship” theme, “Moria,” “Edoras,” “The Three Hunters,” “Aragorn’s Return,” “The 

Mearas,” “Nature’s Reclamation,” “The Lighting of the Beacons,” and “The White City.”  

More ominous but no less epic themes are in “Khazad-dum,” “Fangorn,” “Isengard,” 

“The Nazgul,” “The Siege of Gondor,” “The Battle of Pelennor Fields,” and “Mount 
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Doom,” among others.  Throughout, the orchestra is supplemented with the timbres of 

unusual instrumentation, as well as some harmonic experiments to suggest various 

aspects of a fantastic story.  For instance, in “Lament for Gandalf” in Fellowship of the 

Ring (FOTR), Shore builds melodies on an Iraqi type of Maqam scale.  A call and 

response texture with a female chorus, underscored by monochord, structures the 

piece.  The monochord is an ancient stringed instrument with a metallic, mystical 

droning quality (FOTR Annotated Score).  Strikingly, Shore uses the potential eerie 

qualities of solo human voices on several occasions to suggest concepts ranging from 

the mystery and detachment of elves, to the goodwill of wizards, to the profane evil of 

everything to do with Mordor and Sauron.   

Third among my relationships to fantastic film music are those experiences that 

could be called author-based in that it is possible to recognize the music of a specific 

composer.  As I mentioned above, most listeners have the skills to identify the stylistic 

decisions of a given composer; moreover, just as with film, a popular tendency is to 

attribute such decisions to an author, or auteur.  We may be neutral toward some 

composers, and we may actively dislike specific scores by a given composer.  Certainly 

my experiences of the music of Star Wars included a consciousness of their identity as 

John Williams music, a consciousness that extended through subsequent films:  

Superman (Donner, 1978), E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial (Spielberg, 1982), Raiders of the 

Lost Ark (Spielberg, 1981), and Return of the Jedi, as well as the more recent Star Wars 

Episodes I, II, and III.
19

  This author-based sensibility can grow through gradual 

acquaintance that begins with a just-musical sort of surprise.  Put another way, I have 
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had numerous moments of “Ooh, I like that” which have almost immediately been 

followed by “Who is that?”  My first encounter with Elfman came this way, in the 

context of my experience of Batman (Burton, 1989).  Subsequently, the experience 

became, “That has to be Elfman.”  It is to be expected that other film music composers 

frequently give rise to this author-based relationship although this is a context in which 

the particularities of a listening personality will undoubtedly be a factor.  That is to say, 

some people will be better at identifying composers than others.  However, many film 

composers do have compositional signatures; of these, Elfman is probably the most 

recognizable.  Williams also tends to be fairly identifiable, as are Horner, Shore, Clint 

Mansell, Ennio Morricone, and John Murphy.  Of course, where the listener is a fan of 

the composer in question, he/she may be particularly qualified to identify the 

composer’s music. 

By now it should be evident that, once again, there will be considerable overlap 

between these three categories.  For example, I can scarcely hear an Elfman score 

without simultaneously being aware of it as a genre score, and vice versa.  In a way, 

Elfman represents a part of the tradition of fantastic film scoring more connected to a 

non-generic, mainstream tradition, not necessarily recognizable as anything but film 

music.  That is, a number of commentators have described Elfman as joining Williams in 

a revival of the classical film score, referring to the sheer quantity that Elfman produces 

(more than an hour of music, for example, for Batman) and describing it as “wall-to-wall 

bravura orchestral music” (Donnelly, “Post-classical” 143).  Yet, in another way and as I 

suggested above, Elfman’s music is deeply generic.  With its hyperbolic nature, it seems 
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perfectly suited to high fantasy, borne out by the fact that for a number of years, 

Elfman’s was the musical voice most associated with the comic book film [Batman 

(1989); Dick Tracy (1990); Darkman (1990); Batman Returns (1992); Men in Black (1997); 

Men in Black II (2002); Spiderman (2002); Hulk (2003); Spiderman II (2004)] plus many 

other fantastic films [Beetlejuice (1988); Nightbreed (1990); Edward Scissorhands (1990); 

The Frighteners (1996); Mars Attacks! (1996); Sleepy Hollow (1999); Planet of the Apes 

(2001); Big Fish (2003); Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (2005); Corpse Bride (2005)].  

Moreover, and similarly to Shore’s music for LOTR and Williams’s for Star Wars, Elfman’s 

music tends to be heard; it is epic and yet quirky, almost like a character in its own right.  

My experiences of the opening title sequence for Batman exemplify this mingling of the 

author- and genre-based in relating to fantastic film music.  In this sequence the camera 

slowly explores a mysterious granite formation that turns out to be the Bat symbol; the 

cue is scored heavily for brass instruments, deployed in certain cadences and short, 

motivic statements.  His music also places a strong emphasis on rhythm in general; for 

Batman, Elfman makes liberal use of the percussion section, particularly the snare drum.  

Wind instruments provide transitional, percussive flourishes, and the lower strings often 

drive the sense of action, punctuated by grand piano alongside a gamut of snares, 

timpani, bass drum, tambourine, bells, chimes, xylophone, and gong.  This sound 

collectively is Elfman, but it is also, simultaneously, fantastic.  I recall that my first 

experience of this involved an appreciation of how perfect it was for a Batman (comic 

book) movie, along with, initially, “Wow, that’s interesting.  Who is it?”    
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 Fourth and finally are the experiences of music that I would call e-motional, in 

that they move me.  This perhaps goes without saying; in all of the examples I have 

already given, I did not experience the music in some pure, cerebral state of 

contemplation.  It must be evident that, during the “Lighting of the Beacons” I would 

feel excitement.  Referring back to Elfman’s music for Edward Scissorhands, I would 

describe this score as integral to the emotional content of the film.  One of its most 

poignant uses of music involves a scene on Christmas Eve when Edward’s stay with the 

Boggs family is becoming increasingly difficult.  Kim Boggs (Winona Ryder) is decorating 

the family Christmas tree, and some noises draw her towards the backyard.  There she 

finds Edward, frantically working on sculpting her image out of huge blocks of ice.  The 

manic activity of his hands/shears is sending up clouds of frozen water that are falling 

towards the ground like snow.  The image of Kim is winged, and the white dress and 

blond wig in which Burton has costumed Ryder underscores the angelic suggestion.  

Apparently delighted by the fall of snow, which she has never seen before, Kim steps 

out into the yard and dances.  The camera follows her in slow motion, lingering on her 

hands and her expression of joy.  The music that accompanies this is an especially 

magical restatement of the wistful, almost simplistic tune we have come to associate 

with Edward, again with a sparkling child chorus, glowing strings, and delicate 

percussion.  Upon my first experience of this scene in 1990, I was reduced to choking 

sobs (a difficult situation with which to deal in a packed theater), neither because of the 

images or the music, but both together.  It seemed that I had never experienced 
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anything so simultaneously beautiful and sad.  Repeated viewings have reduced the 

emotional punch of this scene somewhat, but it still moves me deeply.   

 Two cues that many people have heard are due to their reuse in movie trailers, 

in both cases to create a sense of mounting excitement: these are Horner’s cue 

“Bishops’ Countdown” from Aliens and a piece by Clint Mansell from his music for 

Requiem for a Dream (Aronofsky, 2000).  In both cases, the orchestra raps out the 

apparently endless repetition of a single note (Aliens) or two-note figure (Requiem) with 

increasing desperation and volume.  The percussion section smashes along with these 

beats, again with mounting urgency.  I have found that I am helpless not to  feel almost 

unbearable suspense in response to these cues; their overuse in movie trailers supports 

a contention that this is the effect that these cues have generally, especially given that 

the trailers are cut to bring a sense of increasing narrative intensity.   

It could be said that these are strong examples of what film music is said to do in 

general.  Where I am unbearably moved by a film moment inclusive of the film music, 

the music is functioning exactly as intended, according to a certain consensus among 

scholars and filmmakers.  Claudia Gorman notably described this functional aspect of 

film music in her work Unheard Melodies:  Narrative in Film Music.  While not meaning 

to say that music is literally unheard, Gorbman did argue that the primary function of 

film music is to undergird and support narrative meaning and unity in films and to do 

this more or less unperceived.  Gorbman does not doubt that “film music can always be 

heard” (76), but she is here referring to “a set of conventional practices [that] has 

evolved which result in the spectator not normally hearing it or attending to it 
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consciously.  Its volume, mood and rhythm must be subordinated to the dramatic and 

emotional dictates of the film narrative” (76).  Annabel J. Cohen suggests a cognitive 

explanation for this.  She posits that the emotional associations of music attach 

themselves to whatever is (visually) before the viewer (250), which goes part of the way 

to explain why the music is not a distraction from the film’s diegesis, and she attributes 

this to a cognitive phenomenon called “inattentional blindness” (253).  Basically, we are 

apparently oblivious to much visual information; we tend to notice what is necessary for 

us to carry out (interpret) the task that has been set before us.  In the context of such 

interpretations, we will miss incredibly obvious things, such as a man in a gorilla 

costume walking across our field of vision (Out 139). 

For Alva Noë and Kevin O’Regan, inattentional blindness is an indicator of the 

relational nature of our perceptions, in contrast to the more established model that 

views perception more in the nature of automatic data processing.  It makes sense that, 

as beings whose experience is shaped by perceptual relations, we should be able to 

experience a film inclusive of music even while not really noticing it.  Cohen suggests 

that inattentional blindness allows us to be attentive to the emotional content of music 

while not consciously heeding its acoustic aspects (254).20 For Cohen, film music thus 

works emotionally in several ways; it contributes to narrative continuity by lending 

emotional meaning to events, through the induction of mood, the creation and 

activation of memory, and the maintenance of arousal, global attention, and an 

associated sense of reality.  Finally, it is supports a perception of having an aesthetic 

experience (263).  To encompass all these factors as well as the visual processing of the 
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film, Cohen proposes an “appraisal model” as a means of explaining what is going on 

with film music.  This is based on a familiar concept within cognitive studies that 

attempts to explain emotion as follows:  researchers believe that some event or 

phenomenon triggers emotion (which is an evolved characteristic) by enacting cognitive 

appraisal.  Responses to this appraisal include emotions, sometimes accompanied by 

physiological responses. Together, these responses influence action and behavior 

(Bharucha et al. 151).   

However, a cognitive explanation for musical emotion does not necessarily 

account for all the vicissitudes of experience in relation to film music.  Juslin and 

Jästfjäll, for instance, are skeptical about frameworks which posit musical emotions as 

based on some form of (strictly cognitive) appraisal, i.e., such as appraisals of novelty, 

urgency, goal congruence, coping potential, or norm compatibility (560).  Moreover, 

speaking from within the phenomenological existential framework upon which I have 

been relying, emotions must occur within an embodied, relational experience.  To be 

sure, film music is susceptible to becoming a part of a horizon of percepts that shape the 

entirety of the experience.  I have observed more than once that the apparent oblivion 

of some film-goers to the music has some truth; all too often I have commented to 

fellow film-goers about some bit of music I heard, only to be told that they never 

noticed it.  Like any other film-goer, I have ways of shifting this focus and thus altering 

my experience.  One of the ways that this happens is that I find myself listening to the 

music, both alongside and in contradistinction to the rest of the film.  I may even have 

an experience in which I am aware of the role of the music in evoking it.   
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It may be that the charge of Gandalf that I described earlier is exactly such a 

point in the music, that it was constructed to arouse this emotion, but this does not 

account for the possibility that, while I found this to be one of the emotional high points 

of the film, it was not necessarily so for others.  Conversely, other film-goers have been 

deeply moved at moments that did not have the same effect upon me.  In our 

discussions, Mark spoke of being particularly excited by the music for the Battle of 

Helm’s deep (TTT), and Sally stated that the two-note motif representing Batman’s 

presence throughout The Dark Knight (Nolan, 2008) aroused excitement in her every 

single time she heard it.  Neither of these musical moments had a particular impact on 

me although I remembered hearing them.  In sum, while we know that we have 

relationships of emotional strength via film music and that these relationships are 

encouraged by the traditions of film music scoring and mixing, nevertheless a diversity 

of experience occurs.   

 

Reduction and Variation:  Background Relations 

 

Having produced something of a phenomenological description, I would observe, 

if it is not already evident, that the categories I deployed above are rather unlike the 

categories of Chapter Four and Five.  Whereas the concepts of panorama, motion-

display, technologies, and creatures seem to be linked closely to elements of the texts in 

which they appear, the categories that I sketched above are less obviously specific to an 

individual film and more descriptive of types of relations that may be had to the music 
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across films.  I believe that the categories are appropriate to this dissertation 

experiment as it relates to music because, as I indicated in my introduction to this 

chapter, the experiences of various individuals in relation to music will vary in 

accordance with their musical training, preferences, listening habits, and community 

associations.  A lifelong attendee of fantastic films who was once part of a high school 

orchestra and listens to some classical music, who is also specifically a member of the 

LOTR film fandom, is going to hear the film’s music differently from another person who 

claims merely to love epic fantasy and enjoyed the films.  And yet, they may both very 

well experience the music of these films to some extent in terms of genre.  That is, they 

both recognize that what they hear is music for a fantastic film, even if one of them 

does not have access to a vocabulary that enables him/her to say:  “Well, it is epic 

music, it is especially important to build a sense of a world full of magic and heroism, it 

incorporates some experimental methods to underscore exoticism and difference, and it 

uses choir and solo voices to give the entire affair moral weight.”  I could have used 

these features as labels, added the electronic to the list, and called these my descriptive 

categories, but at present I believe that this would have been too much of a textual 

analysis and not enough of a phenomenology. As for the previous two chapters, the 

categories may seem to be drawn from story elements, but they are nevertheless 

aspects of the experience of spectacle that appear across films and are perceptually 

experienced beyond and apart from the narrative.  In sum, I remind myself that this is 

an experiment, and I am not yet sure which of these approaches is the more successful.   
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At this point, my objective is again to discover a potential common theme amidst 

the matter of description.  In previous case studies, I have found this theme amongst 

the statements of my discussion group participants; in this case, the theme is not so 

much expressed directly as it is implied.  I have outlined four different ways that film 

music may experienced, noting that all may be experienced simultaneously, partially, or 

alternatively.  Importantly, each reflects a different sort of relation to the music.  

Indeed, each is distinguishable in terms of its manner of relation to music:  to music 

itself or within a film, to genre, to a composer, or to an emotion.  The last is 

characterized in part by an awareness that one is having a sometimes powerful, 

sometimes tenuous musical experience – having a moment, as it were.  The 

commonality among these experiences, then, is not only that we have multiple and 

diverse relations to film music, but that these relations shift and multiply in the 

listening.  The experience of film music has more than one mode of presentation; it can 

be a pleasure embedded in the whole experience of the film; it can be appreciated at 

the moment or after the fact; it can be a result just of loving a given film; or it can 

suddenly become the only pleasure one is having in the film.   

In exploring my variations on musical relationships, I choose to remain with 

music, once again in contrast to my approach in the previous chapters.  This is partly 

because the potential contexts of listening to music are so varied and so experientially 

rich.   Also, in each of the following situations, the dynamics of musical relations can be 

highlighted.  These dynamics are clearly manifested, for example, in the context of so-

called “background music,” a familiar presence in many spaces within modern (mostly 
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urban) society.  Often associated with the term “Musak” (which is merely the corporate 

name for one producer of background music), this is music that is intentionally 

produced so as not to demand attention but is thought to have a generally positive 

effect on mood and behavior.  It is more or less homogenous in character, using a 

variety of tunes and genres of music arranged in a soft, usually orchestral style.  It can 

be heard in elevators, restaurants, malls, grocery stores, offices, schools, and while on 

hold on the phone.  Its ubiquity leads us to assume that it is all the same, but in fact 

many different varieties can be heard; some of it is based on popular tunes (Musak) 

while other is based on classical music (Sound Products, etc.).  Furthermore, no reason 

exists to presume that some lesser standards of skill in arrangement or performance 

suffice for the production of this music although frequently an aesthetic judgment is 

passed against background music that considers it to be of lesser aesthetic value. 

A presumed listening relationship subsists between listeners and Musak, one 

that could be called “non-demanding”; according to those who design and sell it, it is 

soothing and relaxing, and requires little attention (“Pleasing”).  Its volume and timbres 

are non-confrontational.  The listening position for such music diverges considerably 

from such as a concert hall or rock performance; this is music that contributes to an 

“atmosphere,” gently and unobtrusively surrounding people in the aforementioned 

spaces.  Yet it is supposed to have an effect.  Marketing research exists that supports 

the presence of beneficial background music effects, or at least beneficial to an attitude 

of commercial consumption; a typical  study would be aimed at finding the particular 

styles and volume that will characterize an atmosphere in terms of a human instinct of 
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“approach” rather than “avoidance” (Milliman, “Restaurant” 286).  This research 

purports to demonstrate background music actually helps to sell products by altering 

customer moods.  For instance, one study seems to indicate that slow-tempo music 

encourages patrons in a restaurant to stay longer and consume more alcohol.  Another 

experiment suggests that the positive effect of music depends on what people consider 

an appropriate volume; if it is too loud, patrons spend less time in the space.  In another 

case, a survey of supermarket patrons suggests that the majority (77%) preferred to 

hear music in the background although it did not indicate whether this affected their 

purchasing behavior (Milliman, “Supermarket” 87).  In one, much-cited study, it seems 

that “subjects were more likely to select a specific color of pen if that pen had been 

paired with pleasant rather than unpleasant music” (Kellaris and Cox).  But other 

researchers attempting to reproduce these results have been unable to do so and 

conclude that the effect desired was “elusive” (118).  Still other studies suggest that no 

substantive evidence exists that background music actually has any beneficial impact on 

sales.  In sum, a vague sense persists among retailers and marketers that background 

music is effectual in some way, but it is not clear that this effect is that which they desire 

it to be. 

In fact, opinions on the value of background music are most notable in their 

seeming polarity.  According to those who use and sell this music, plenty of positive 

feedback comes from those who are brought into an involuntary relationship with it, 

i.e., the customers or patrons (“Pleasing”).  Joseph Lanza, a scholarly advocate for the 

genre, states:   
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Be it mellifluous Mantovini or Philip Glass parsimony, background music 

provides an illusion of distended time.  It makes us feel more relaxed, 

contemplative, distracted from problems, and prone to whistle over 

chores we might find unbearable if forced to suffer them in silence (3).   

 

Despite such claims, though, background music has a substantive body of cultural 

complaint surrounding it, as Lanza also acknowledges in the next breath:   

Yet for other hearers, such music can be a source of annoyance or 

anxiety.  The sounds intended to cater to or quell the emotions can also 

sound aloof or haunting or intolerably peaceful, depending on the 

listener’s mind, ear, and past experiences (3).   
 

I will corroborate:  Some people (myself included) find background music (especially the 

music played to me while on hold) more maddening than relaxing.   

There cannot be only one reason for people to respond negatively to this music, 

but I would contend that they all have to do, in some way, with the nature of the 

relationship to the music that is being imposed.  We may have different impressions of 

what this relationship is but each, in its way, is a perceptual problem.  Some take 

umbrage at the very notion of music as “aural wallpaper” or “audio architecture.”  It is, 

they complain, “ubiquitous. You can't escape it. It's not even limited to grocery stores. 

You get it – or rather it gets you – in elevators, in malls, in department stores, in medical 

offices” (Hughes).  The following is an excerpt from a rather entertaining legal case in 

which the plaintiff sued Tower of Babel Music Systems for damages arising from years of 

“passive listening.”  While under examination, the plaintiff had this to say:   

I have nothing against background music of my own choosing. If I enter a 

piano bar where a pianist is playing softly, or if I put on a record while I 

am reading, I see no objection to that. What I object to is background 

music chosen for me in places where music is not necessary or customary 

(Kingston 19). 
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For this plaintiff, choice is the entire issue.
21

   

This is borne out when one considers a contrasting kind of background music – 

its use in pedagogical contexts.  According to research, the effect may be more positive 

and substantive (Gorsuch) than in other instances where background music is present.  

Music can change mood in a classroom, create a feeling of privacy, and increase energy, 

but it is important to note that the background music in this case is not a mass-

produced ambience such as Musak but a playlist selected by the teacher from amongst 

original recordings of classical and jazz repertoire.  The aesthetic value of the 

background music is much less in question.  However, I would argue that, here again, 

the musical relation created by choice makes the hearing more “palatable.”  Presumably 

a sensitive educator will, in choosing music selections, have regard not only to his or her 

own tastes but the expressed preferences of the students. 

In sum, there seems to be a fundamental disagreement between purveyors of 

background music and some who are subjected to it, and this disagreement turns on a 

conflict between the intended relation to the music and what seems to be our actual, 

phenomenal relation to it.  That such a marked divide exists in the evidence of 

responses to background music itself must be a reflection of the importance of the 

listening relation in a broader sense.  Even where the selection of piped-in music has 

changed from soft orchestral medleys to Top 40 tunes, as I have noted of late in my 

neighborhood HEB (Davis-Diaz 1E), some of us will react negatively.  One critic notes 

that he has, in fact, been hearing a lot of his favorite music in malls and supermarkets, 

and this horrifies him:  “Nothing could be more depressing” (MacFarlane R1).  The 
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rationale behind such criticism is, I believe, that if the music is worth listening to, it 

should be listened to rather submerged in an ambience.  Again, this is a reaction to 

corporate attempts to control or dictate a mass relation to music within a given space.   

These brief meditations on the significance and effects of background music 

suggest that implied relations of listening are in every sounding of music be it live or 

recorded, in a film, coffee house, or concert hall,  but, at the same time, these 

implications vary depending upon the listener.  What this suggests is that each of us 

hears music not just as the music itself but in the form of a specific – almost always 

technologically mediated – relationship that is dependent on our particular embodied 

context.  Where am I?  What am I doing?  Am I sitting?  Standing?  Exercising?  How is 

the music being presented to me?  Is it for me alone to hear or is it being offered to a 

group?  Based upon how this embodied situation meshes with my current expected 

relationship to music, I will either accept, or not, the listening relation that is provided 

for me.  If I believe that the contrast between the implied listening relationship and the 

actual listening context is too extreme, I may rail against it.   

The theory behind ambient music brings to the forefront these same issues of 

musical relationship and attention.  This electronic, often minimalist, music is associated 

with the indefatiguable  Brian Eno, who is thought to have coined the term and perhaps 

even invented the genre (Prendergast 93); of course, it has predecessors, such as Eric 

Satie with his “furniture music” (Prendergast 7).  Eno’s music, too, has been called a kind 

“three dimensional furniture” (Bracewell n.p.).  While it resembles background music, it 

differs in that Eno (and others) design ambient music to be so unobtrusive that listeners 
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can choose their own relation to it.  Another way of putting this is that listeners can 

choose their level of relative focus upon the music.  In a strict sense ambient music is 

merely a “ hybrid of jazz, electronic, acoustic, new age, and percussion” that “is not 

intended to be remembered, sung, or even hummed” (Samson S1), yet it implicitly 

recognizes that each instance of listening is a relation conditioned by the material 

situation of the listener.  Indeed, Eno is invested in exploring relationships between 

listeners and music; this is indicated in his work on so-called “generative” music, which 

enters even more directly into a relationship contingent upon the choices of the 

listener.  Similar to ambient in its simplicity of style, generative music is based on a 

program that allows listeners to change the sound and structure of the music through 

their own intervention.  Certain aspects are controlled, such as the available timbres 

and durations of notes, but listeners/composers can create motifs and phrases that the 

program syntactically explores.  I have experienced generative music through an iPhone 

application called “Bloom” – co-authored by Eno, and comprised also of a visual 

component – and I can attest that something is perceptually fascinating about 

participating in the music in this way.  It feels very experimental, and yet I do not have 

an overwhelming burden of responsibility for the overall creation of this music.  

To reiterate, with music listening, an implied question is always of how or to 

what extent my response is involuntary or “simply” physical and to what extent it is 

within my choice.  One further variation can be offered:  an examination of the 

phenomenon known as “the chill effect,” a sudden, overwhelming, emotional and 

physical reaction, which rarely lasts more than a few seconds, to a bit of music.  One 
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example of such I described at the outset of this chapter in relation to the music/scene 

from TTT although, of course, this experience is not limited to film contexts.  

Psychological-behavioral studies of “the chill” examine the phenomenon by measuring 

states and levels of arousal, monitoring heart rate, skin surface arousal, and neurological 

activity.  However, the most valuable thing learned from these studies is that, while it is 

in a way a fairly universal experience, it is highly particular (Grewe et al.).  The chill has 

been associated with various musical structures that include appoggiaturas,
22

 dramatic 

crescendos, unprepared harmonies,
23

 melodic and harmonic sequences, and piercing 

tones emerging from a minimal background (Bicknell).  Yet no real evidence is available 

that the cause of such powerful experiences is the musical structure itself.  The chill 

response’s frequency of occurrence seems unaffected by age, gender, cultural origins, 

or levels of music education (Bicknell 9).  It is associated with many different kinds of 

music, and it is often a factor of personal familiarity with the chosen piece of music; that 

is, we do not usually have the response upon first hearing of a piece of music.  Also, the 

musical excerpt that produces the chill response for one person does not for another 

(Bicknell 9).  If, as previously suggested, one of our most consistent sources of 

perceptual pleasure relates to unfulfilled expectation, leading not to shock per se but a 

moment of perceptual surprise and intensification of attention (Margulis 664), it makes 

sense to posit that the chill is a response to a special or unique moment of such 

perceptual surprise.  Yet, perhaps paradoxically, I know that I can summon up the chill 

again and again in response to the same piece of music. 
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Interpretation:  The Embodied Perception of Music (A Sketch) 

 

These reflections on different forms of background music suggest that 

something is perceptually inherent in music that makes our choice to focus or not focus 

on it uniquely charged.  Earlier, I explored the potential ways that our response to music 

may be innate or involuntary; even if this response is often pleasurable, (extremely 

pleasurable in fact, i.e., the chill response), it is important to us as adaptive organisms to 

attempt to control the influx of this powerful perceptual event.  At the same time, I 

would say it is also important that we continue to have access to such events, to engage 

in the perceptual play that we crave.  Background music is, understandably, a hot-

button issue; our desire to have a range of pleasurable perceptual experiences, and yet 

to have control over them, is both fulfilled and threatened by the advent of technologies 

of reproduction that make it possible for music to be piped in or fused with other 

entertainments.  These implications are a function of positions of embodiment, inclusive 

of technological mediation in many cases.  It could be the standardized positioning of 

speakers within a movie theater equipped with Dolby 5.1 or the more diffuse situations 

of shopping malls and grocery stores, a radio with a single, tinny speaker sitting on my 

desk, or a pair of ear buds.  In each case, both the listening position and the listening 

relation are altered but, more to the point, each implies some perspective on how the 

music is to be heard or not heard.   

 Within the embodied relations of playback are further implied embodiments.  

First, the more traditional technologies enable us to create instruments and express 
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ourselves musically through them.  Too, each instrument creates its own, specific 

embodiment.  Briefly, the cello involves embracing one’s instrument with the legs; flutes 

are less physically cumbersome but engage the players’ mouths so that they would be 

unable to speak while playing.  Wind and brass instruments are mediations of human 

breath.  Electronic instruments are played similarly to a piano in many instances but 

express sound via a more overtly technological mechanism than other instruments.  Of 

course, all of these technological mediations are subject to further and multiple 

mediations due to recording, mixing, and playback.  Finally, the experience of sitting in a 

theater takes us to the last level of media embodiment, and these experiences can 

themselves vary, as we have seen.  Ultimately, where we attend to it, we do hear an 

orchestra pouring into the theater, although the nature of this embodiment is of course 

entirely different than if I were to hear it in a concert hall or as a player within the 

orchestra.  Nevertheless, I have a relation to music as a sensual activity both in terms of 

my own hearing and my mediated relation to those who have produced it.   

As these technologies have become increasingly portable and amenable to 

personalization, our willingness to have our musical relations controlled has decreased.  

It could be said that our musical ambiences have been so transformed with the coming 

of the iPod society we can control our musical relations almost notwithstanding any 

physical embodiment; I could be sitting down, in a car, on a train, walking, running, 

biking, on an exercise machine, in a coffee shop, and in each context, I can control my 

options for musical relationships.  I can even drown out other background music.  

Interestingly, cultural critics also find reason for alarm in this situation, writing of “the 
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iPod” people, a pun on the idea of “pod people,” that invokes the sci-fi/horror specter 

of people so taken over by a hostile external force that they no longer resemble 

humans.   

They are taking over the city, these alienlike life forms who have a wire 

tumbling out of their ear and a vacant, eerie quality about them as they 

move unsteadily about the environment, oblivious to the sounds and 

sights around them…Do not try to converse with these disengaged souls. 

And do not try to pet or feed them. They have retreated into their 

cocoons, and they only ask that you not run over them as they blindly 

cross a busy intersection.  They have no self-preservation cares. They 

have only the conceit of their downloaded music and the accessory of the 

new millennium that is attached to their waistlines (Knott B02). 

 

For such critics, it appears that a rather commonplace technophobia overrides the 

satisfaction of having so much control over one’s musical relationships.  This is part of a 

familiar pattern of anxious social and cultural commentary (discussed in Chapter Two) 

on devices that are created for perceptual play (such as the cinematic apparatus).  I do 

not deny that such anxiety may be warranted where it has to do with the integration of 

such devices within relations of capitalist consumption, which dictate not only the 

devices we purchase but also the musical products we purchase for them.  However, I 

would argue that the latter critique is not the basis of much of this anxiety; it is based 

rather on a phenomenological anxiety about the potential involuntariness of certain 

perceptual experiences. 

 This is to say that, whereas we absolutely have a need for perceptual play (my 

conclusion in Chapter Five), this need is not so absolute as to welcome every kind of 

experiential influx, in every situation, and for every individual.  Music is a form of this 

play, and a particularly powerful one, because of the ways that it works within and 
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through our perceptual talents.  If music always bears with it an implication of how the 

music is to be listened to (or in some cases, whether it is to be listened to at all), this is 

not an innate quality of music but something that we require of it.   

 Even if we do not consciously attend to film music, individually, or at a given 

moment, we do have a sensual relation to it that is irrevocable.  Only by coming to 

terms with the role of embodied reversibility in the experience of film music can we 

come to terms with the effects/affects of music (and other forms of sensational 

experience).  While making such a claim, I would do well to support it with a further 

explication of the specific ways that music is relationally embodied, in the same way 

that Alva Noë and Kevin O’Regan’s claim that visual perception is relationally embodied.  

Suppose they were to turn their attention from vision to hearing and ask themselves, 

“What, then, enables the brain to interpret certain information as auditory in nature?”  I 

think their answer would be:  “The way in which it is presented as a style of relating.”  

The research of Noë et al. has discredited the “specific nerve energy” model that posits 

activity in the brain as having modally unique markers.  Put another way, there is no 

“seeing” activity, “hearing” activity, etc.  It is all the same activity, which is a skilled, 

bodily activity comprised of a number of different “styles” of relating to percepts.  By 

bringing my body into the theater, I have brought in a locus for multiple, overlapping, 

and cross-modal styles of perceptual relationship.  I do have the ability to maneuver 

within these relationships, but I cannot shut them off either.
24

   

My challenge is now to speculate as to how “a sensory-motor account of 

hearing” might be presented, or how, as Noë and O’Regan would put it, the particular 
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“style” of perception that is hearing could work.  It is not just that we all have bodies 

and these are the precondition of hearing; I must invoke the body as a necessary 

interlocutor in hearing.  To do this, I turn back to Ihde’s phenomenology of listening for 

a start; he makes numerous observations about the shape of hearing.  Hearing gives me 

spatial and temporal information that places objects in both visual and auditory 

horizons, gives them an outline, an extent, and a duration (Listening 50-51).  It also gives 

me information about an object that I might otherwise know only by touching and 

handling it.  For instance, if someone in my vicinity picks up and drops a ball, I receive 

information about its distance to me, its solidity or hollowness, its softness or hardness, 

its size, and even the material of which it is made.  However, this information is 

dependent upon time already spent as a human being in my body, touching, handling, 

tasting, moving about. Just as for seeing, I must have a way of “representing to myself” 

the distance between myself and the object which is always a function of movement. I 

cannot know/hear the ball without representing to myself the same kinds of perceptual 

information.  In short, I must be a body-in-relationship.   

Thus I might initiate a speculative model for an embodied, relational hearing, but 

it cannot be the end of the matter because interpreting music is a very special kind of 

hearing.  I am pleased to be able to claim that my body is involved in listening, but 

where music is concerned, I suspect that more than one style of perceptual relationship 

is involved, or at least a style that is comprised itself of multiple “sub-styles” of 

relationship.  I do have resort to an essay by Joel W. Krueger, in which he explicitly 

applies the sensorimotor approach to music, arguing that it is a kind of “experiential art” 
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(104).  Discussing the possibility of an enactive model for musical perception, Kreuger 

cites some studies of those who suffer from amusia – a complete inability to hear or 

recognize music, usually precipitated by brain injury.  It seems that this inability is 

derived not from some specific damage to parts of the brain associated with musical 

interpretation but rather with a spatial deficit; this aligns with the idea that perception 

is based upon sensorimotor contingencies.   

Bodily gestures are a form of attentional focusing and the vehicle of 

perceptual construction. The animate body becomes a vehicle for 

voluntarily drawing out certain features of the piece (e.g., rhythmic beats 

or melodic progression) and foregrounding them in our attentional field.  

(Kreuger 120) 

 

Put another way, without the ability to represent my motions in space to myself, to 

locate myself through certain tactile or mobile contingencies, I could lose my ability to 

experience music.  This, in turn, supports a theory that music is experienced via a kind of 

representation of motion through space.  Perhaps it is not immediately obvious how 

hearing music is a mobile activity, but it has been suggested based on some studies of 

rhythm as they pertain to the hearing organs.  For instance, studies suggest how loud, 

percussive music can affect the vestibulum, an organ of the inner ear that is related to 

proprioception (Bharucha et al. 158).  Other studies have demonstrated that music can 

activate parts of the brain that relate to motion.  In sum: 

This suggests that the brain detects perceptual invariances in the music 

that reliably convey information about physical movement, so that 

hearing a ritardando as a slowing object is not merely an exercise in 

metaphor. (Bharucha et al. 160) 

 

Let me argue, then, that music is a kind of material subject, with which I enter 

into an embodied, reversible relationship encompassing spatial-physical and temporal 
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properties.  Of course, a significant gap remains in terms of the emotional-sensual 

qualities of this relationship, one which is still more difficult to sketch 

phenomenologically.  We could not hear music at all without our bodies and not just 

because our bodies contain ears and brains.  Recalling the experience of visual 

perception, I do not see because I have eyes poised with “seeing” energy, and then they 

encounter objects.  I see because a world is there for me to see, and, further, I can do 

this only via the mediation of my body.  Analogizing to the experience of listening, I hear 

because a world is there for me to hear. 

[W]e enact perceptual gestures that very literally change the structure of 

the piece-as-perceived. We manipulate sonic phenomena into different 

phenomenal configurations that comprise the content of our particular 

musical experience. And it is the sensorimotor contingencies that 

mediate the relation between active listener and music-event that allow 

this sort of sonic manipulation to occur. Via this manipulation, musical 

listening becomes perceptual composition. Clearly, a musical piece 

exhibits a certain degree of compositional structure prior to a listener 

engaging with it. But it is an open-ended or incomplete structure that is 

only ‘finished’, as it were, within the sensorimotor patterns of the 

listener’s engagement. The listener’s perceptual attention and 

discrimination – their manipulation of salient sonic phenomena — is what 

transforms and completes the music event. (Kreuger 114) 

 

Perhaps this accounts for our apparent attempts to control our relations to 

music through choice and, where choice is less available, our shifting of relative focus.  I 

might add that another way of controlling my musical relations is to choose to 

experience a fantastic film, especially if it is indeed true that I can have the range of 

musical experiences I outlined above; these experiences, I argued, include a genre-

based kind of listening. 
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Once again, a large measure of what constitutes the experience of sensational 

genres is a paradoxical combination of the perceptually rehearsed and the perceptually 

new; this newness can only be built from what has come before and thus is imbricated 

with it.  My relational pickiness (perhaps fickleness at times) towards music suggests 

that, notwithstanding the rich cultural history that infuses my perception of music, 

making certain sounds, certain motifs and styles, recognizable, my hearing of film music 

cannot be solely about recognition of the familiar, even as it relates to music in a genre 

film.  It must contain an aspect that is fresh, that is unfamiliar.  This combination of 

familiarity and non-familiarity was a factor in the experience of spectacle as perceptual 

variety, and it was, again, according to cognitive-psychological models of music listening, 

a factor in genre film music.  It is no less a factor if we consider hearing music to be a 

kind of intersubjective, bodily relation.  The hearing of sensational film music is akin to 

dancing with a flashy partner who tends to make certain motions but still mixes it up on 

the dance floor.  Hence, the dance is always new.   
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Endnotes 

                                                             
1
 I can refer to the Annotated Score for The Two Towers Complete Recordings, according 

to which this particular melody (leitmotif) relates to the Mearas, a race of wild horses 

found in Middle Earth.  The theme is heard earlier in TTT when Gandalf’s steed, 

Shadowfax (Lord of the Mearas), first appears. 

 
2
 This was the language used by one of my discussion participants, Mark, as he 

described the effect of John Williams’s use of the French horn at various places 

throughout the music for Star Wars (Discussion, 3 Oct 2008). 

 
3
 At this point I must offer a qualifier:  I do not have a music theorist’s understanding of 

harmonic structure or melodic design.  I am an amateur:  a cello player, singer, and 

music lover with some knowledge of music history and only a partial grasp of theory.  I 

trust that that this gives me something of a vocabulary for describing this music but it 

also limits me.   

 
4
 Dissonance is defined as the “perceived instability of a complex of two or more 

sounds” (New Harvard Dictionary of Music 197). 

 
5
 The chromatic scale consists of all twelve semitones contained in an octave, as 

opposed to the diatonic scale which consists of seven intervals.  Chromaticism is the use 

of “some pitches of the chromatic scale in addition to or instead of those of the diatonic 

scale of some particular key” or “to the procedures employed in music in which no 

single diatonic scale or key predominates and in which, therefore, chromaticism cannot 

be regarded as the elaboration of an underlying diatonic structure” (New Harvard 

Dictionary of Music 164). 

 
6
 The evolutionary status of our ability to hear and make music is a subject of some 

contestation.  On one side, it is claimed that music is a non-adaptive benefit of our 

evolved linguistic capacities.  Somewhat notoriously, Stephen Pinkar has suggested that 

“music is auditory cheesecake, an exquisite confection crafted to tickle the sensitive 

spots of at least six of our mental faculties” (534).  In other words, we adapted the 

cognitive modules that enable us to take pleasure in music (and other artistic pursuits) 

under the pressures of natural selection but not in order to have music; rather, it is the 

capacity for language that drove the emergence of these processes.  As Pinkar puts it:  

“We enjoy strawberry cheesecake, but not because we evolved a taste for it. We 

evolved circuits that gave us trickles of enjoyment from the sweet taste of ripe fruit, the 

creamy mouth feel of fats and oils from nuts and meat, and the coolness of fresh water. 

Cheesecake packs a sensual wallop unlike anything in the natural world because it is a 

brew of megadoses of agreeable stimuli which we concocted for the express purpose of 

pressing our pleasure buttons” (524-525). 
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7
  For some, the issue of whether or not such things can be taken as indicators of 

universal and innate functions is still contestable.  It must be acknowledged that, as 

much as these commonalities may be suggestive of some biological rationale, they do 

not necessarily prove it. 

 
8
 These authors address that a significant body of research demonstrates differences in 

structure between musicians’ and non-musicians’ brains.  They conclude merely that 

this finding has significant implications for theories of the “plasticity” of the human 

brain (123). 

 
9
  The existence or not of tone deafness has long been contested, with some educators 

and musicians insisting that it is only a matter of instruction and motivation.  It is no 

doubt true that many cases of “apparent” tone deafness could be cured with musical 

training; however, according to Peretz, for a small percentage of the population tone 

deafness is a genetic and physiological fact (3). 

 
10

 I have felt sometimes as though I might have come close to it, at moments when I was 

able to listen to something experimental with limited judgment or expectation.  Of 

course, I would not be able to hear it as “experimental” without some structural-

perceptual expectations. 

 
11

 I had at this point only slight acquaintance with classical music, mainly in the form of 

Tchaikovsky’s famous 1812 Overture. 

 
12

 Probably one of the more familiar iterations of this theme occurs as Luke Skywalker 

stares out at Tatooine’s double sunset in A New Hope (1977).  In our discussion about 

film music, Mark mentioned this moment particularly, identifying the melancholic 

timbre of the horn (it carries the melody initially) as one that was emotionally evocative 

for him. 

 
13

 Kilar is celebrated in his native country of Poland for both his concert and film music, 

but he is relatively little known in North America; Dracula is one of a small handful of 

scores he has composed for Hollywood films.   

 
14

 I am disingenuous still, for I know that the narrative situation also played some part in 

the power of the scene.  But I choose not to include it beyond referring briefly to its 

narrative significance. 

 
15

 In fact, the inventor of the instrument Léon Thérémin himself invoked this discourse 

of otherworldliness by naming the instrument, originally, the “aetherophone.”  The 

aether was, in the quasi-scientific discourse of the time, a “propagating medium for 

electro-magnetic waves” (Leydon, “Hooked” 30).  As Jeffrey Sconce notes, this 

terminology placed the theremin squarely in a technophobic tradition extending back to 
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the invention of the telegraph of perceiving new electronic technologies as somehow 

“haunted” by the otherworldly.  First the telegraph, then the wireless, and then radio 

inspired both fears and positive musings about how technology might inadvertently 

contact the dead.  Yet the obsession with the aether also had a utopian side in the 

tendency to believe that new technologies could be harnessed to contact friendly spirits 

or forces (4-12).  Later, the concern was transformed to speculation about aliens in 

outer space or other dimensions; with the arrival of broadcast radio, and later 

television, the hope for contacting other dimensions was transformed into a dread of 

invasion (120).  In short, Thérémin’s name for his invention suggested an otherworldly 

origin despite its sound basis in material reality.  Both Hayward and Rebecca Leydon 

argue that, because the instrument is not touched when played, the performer gives the 

appearance of “summoning” sound, which contributes to its otherworldly sensibility 

(Leydon, “Hooked,” 31), and this impression is reflected in the contemporaneous 

reviews, one of which summons a fanciful image of an entire orchestra of theremin 

players gracefully waving their hands about like futuristic dancers (“Wave of the Hand”).   

 
16

 Indeed, dissonance is a part of all music and therefore must be present in all film 

music. 

 
17

 The only generic contender that can compete with fantastic films in terms of 

spectacle must be action, and I have also observed that much music written for action 

films has epic or bombastic qualities.  However, since this dissertation is about fantastic 

genres, I will leave the examination of action films to one side. 

 
18

 Shore is also known for his experimental atonal scores; prior to his work on the LOTR, 

he collaborated frequently with David Cronenberg, in relation to which he wrote a lot of 

atonal and electronic music to accompany the unsettling spectacles offered by 

Cronenberg, in The Brood (1979), Naked Lunch (1991), Crash (1996), Existenz (1999), 

and The Fly.  Shore also worked with Tim Burton on Ed Wood (the only time in which 

Burton departed from his custom of working with Elfman) to create a perfect tribute to 

the theremin-infused, monster movie themes of the 1950s. 

 
19

 I have non-genre favorites from among Williams’s oeuvre as well, including The 

Witches of Eastwick (Miller, 1987), and Empire of the Sun (Spielberg, 1987). 

 
20

 She also bases her argument on studies that show, in various ways, that musical 

closure and narrative closure tend to produce a higher degree of recall.  Mood 

congruent music seems to lead to a stronger recall for closure (Boltz) in the narrative; 

the evidence is also that where the mood of the music is “incongruent,” unless the 

music is singled out for selective recall in advance, it is less likely to be remembered.  Yet 

in other cases, mood incongruent music can also have a strong effect (Cohen 256), even 

changing visual perception.  This has been aptly demonstrated in popular culture by a 

series of user-generated “fake” trailers for movies that take one genre of film and 
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reshape it to become another.  Through re-cutting, a change in voice over, and, 

importantly, a change in the style of accompanying music, a romantic comedy will look 

and feel like horror. 

 
21

 Unfortunately, I do not have access to the outcome of the legal action. 

22
 An ornamental note added to a certain note within a melody, usually on a moment of 

strong resolution.  The effect is to suspend or accent the moment of resolution. 

 

 
23

 A sudden harmonic change that has not been preceded by any transitional 

development. 

 
24

 Sunshine provides an unexpected example of inattention blindness:  in his DVD 

commentary, Danny Boyle points out that the Fox Searchlight logo runs backwards in 

the film (an aesthetic choice made so that he could use the image of the sun as a 

transition into the film), but apparently no one noticed.  “Because the music was 

running forward,” he comments, “so was the film.”  He adds that this is just proof of 

how sound is seventy percent of the film experience.  
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Chapter VII.  Conclusions 
 

 

 

It is always difficult to come to conclusions, especially when the process 

undertaken has been methodologically challenging.  More to the point, because this has 

been a phenomenological experiment, the very idea of conclusions is somewhat fraught.  

It is not entirely clear that one is supposed to have conclusions.  From my understanding 

of phenomenology, which is still developing, the very notion of a conclusion is derived 

from the epistemic framework that supports conventional scientific methods.  Indeed, 

phenomenology is more concerned with the process – the how – than the outcomes.  

Put simply, if I do have any conclusions, it should not be surprising if they are 

provisional, partial, and perhaps unsatisfying.   

But this qualifier is drawn from considerations more abstract than practical.  In 

reality, I think that ordinary curiosity wants an answer to a question, and I do have 

results.  First and foremost, I have presented a postphenomenological method to 

analyze genre experiences.  This method is sufficiently clear and practical that it can be 
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carried into other venues of media reception.  At the same time, because this was an 

experiment, it did manifest many methodological insights which I am now in a position 

to share.  This can only be a further benefit to those who would engage with 

postphenomenology as a method of inquiry.   

Before presenting these reflections, however, I will list what I consider to be the 

contributions of this (phenomenological) experiment to the study of fantastic genres. 

My original goal, as I outlined in Chapter One, was to explore the sensational in fantastic 

genres, a sort of corrective to the preponderance of genre models which focus upon 

aspects of genre narrative (formulas, themes, etc.).  Again, this focus on narrative is 

linked to a preference in western culture at large, and also within media studies, for the 

visual.  Even where the focus has been film and genre aesthetics – a topic which would 

seem to invite expansion from the visual to other sensory modes – the analysis is 

frequently restricted by what I identified as an ocularcentric regime.  My initial claim, in 

Chapter One, was that this regime is hostile to bodily sensation, even as, for myself and 

many a film-goer, such bodily sensation is central to our experience of fantastic genres.  

Thus I sought to establish a potential theoretical framework to support accounts of 

embodied perception.  Further to this, my objective was to move towards the 

deployment of such a framework, to describe, or at least take a step towards describing, 

this experience. 

These two objectives I have met.  In Chapters Two and Three, I examined some 

of the existing models of film spectatorship and reception, searching for the theoretical 

bases of critical resistance towards the body/sensation.  I proposed a framework that 
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combines Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s existential phenomenology of perception with 

current trends from cognitive theory, variously referred to as neurophenomenology, the 

“embodied cognition” approach, and the “enactive” approach to perception.  The sum 

of these emergent theories is that, as human organisms, our embodied presence in a 

world that never ceases to be present with us, shapes us, and our most minute, silent, 

and apparently passive acts of perception are just that: actions.  To paraphrase Alva Noë 

and Kevin O’Regan, perception does not happen to us; it is something that we do, in 

which we participate both consciously and otherwise. 

Sustained by this new and developing understanding of perception, I outlined in Chapter 

Three how I would employ a three-step process (description, reduction, interpretation) based 

upon the postphenomenology of Don Ihde.  I then undertook to make the meaning of these 

postphenomenological steps explicit as I investigated sensational genre experiences.  

In Chapter Four, I investigated pleasurable sensations of spectacle, describing them in 

terms of five provisional (but not exclusive) categories:  panoramas, motion displays, creatures, 

technologies, and ephemera.  I was careful to express these spectacles in terms of their visual, 

aural and tactile aspects.  With this description at hand, I found awe to be a common and 

important feature of pleasurable spectacles.  I explored and interpreted this embodied, 

culturally-inflected experience awe in terms of certain structural components whose 

overarching invariant was the combination of contrasting elements:  the small and the large, 

the broad and the detailed, the new and the old.   

In Chapter Five, I turned to what might be called “unpleasurable” sensations (such as 

are mainly associated with horror), and again deployed the five above-mentioned categories to 
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organize my description.  In this description, I found that a frequent and common theme was 

the tendency to relate to such experiences as though there were a risk of real physical threat.  

My interpretation of this theme revealed that it is not so much a real risk that is sought but a 

perception of risk similar to that experienced on amusement park rides and in adventure 

tourism.  Further, the human rationale or purpose for seeking such experiences appears to be a 

need for perceptual play that incorporates original or unrehearsed perceptions.   

Finally, in Chapter Six, I explored the music of fantastic films.  Because the nature of 

music seemed to demand a sui generis approach, I proposed four new categories to encompass 

the various ways that fantastic film music is heard:  musical-plus, genre-based, author-based, 

and e-motional.  After describing the music of fantastic genres through these varied but 

overlapping forms of experience, I found that the commonality among these experiences was 

that we do hear this music despite its presence as a kind of added value or background.  I thus 

turned to consider other cultural venues for background music and discovered that the 

invariant among such experiences has to do with the need to control, either through 

acknowledgement or through deliberate not-hearing, our relations to music.  In concluding, I 

interpreted this need as derived from the unique power of this particular form of embodied 

perception. 

In sum, I brought forward in some substance the sensory richness and diversity of these 

various aspects of genre film experience.  In accordance with the basic tenets of 

phenomenology, I used my own, personal accounts, intersubjectively verified through my 

interactions with a group of consultants.  These student volunteers participated in a series of 

screenings of three films.  I found further verification in moments of sensational genre 
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experience as expressed via message boards, blogs, websites, film commentaries, and other 

media.  These remarks suggest that I am investigating, potentially, the experience of a 

significant sector of the viewing public.   

In this, I brought forward an aspect of genre experience that has been little discussed in 

the literature.  To reiterate, I take issue with the widespread impression that certain genre 

experiences are silly, generic, or repetitive and exploitative or that the possibilities for more 

“quality” genre films can only emerge from a more realist form of storytelling.  Indeed, it has 

been the desire of genre scholars to respond to these charges that has lead, in part, to genre 

films having been interpreted primarily in terms of their narrative formulas.  Formulaic 

conventions have been accounted for in ways that show their “importance” or “relevance” as 

cultural phenomena.  For example, many sci-fi films could be characterized as struggling with 

issues around the relationship between humans and their technology or of the purported 

postmodern condition.  If I had chosen to pursue a more textual approach, I could have made 

arguments for the significance of these narratives based on the themes they inhabit, how they 

infuse or defuse cultural pressures, express certain anxieties, or reveal submerged ideologies.  

But these approaches would leave to the side the most memorable, the most powerful – and 

thus, for me, the most formative – of my experiences of these genres.  Demonstrably, there is a 

necessary place for the understanding and appreciation of the sensational in fantastic genres, 

especially in the present context in which we are increasingly accustomed to truly awesome 

spectacles produced via cinematic technologies and human labor.  Even as such films continue 

to draw massive profits, they are frequently critiqued heavily on narrative and other grounds.  

This not just a matter of the bad taste of the masses, nor is it merely “dumb” spectacle.   
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This recognition of an essential component of the contemporary genre experience has 

been and is intertwined with questions of method, as it is the methodological preferences of 

western thought that in some ways blind us to the importance of sensation in fantastic genres 

(and, potentially, other genres).  Thus an important result of this project has been the 

promotion of a particular form of phenomenology; although phenomenology has seen some 

discussion within media studies, and in fact could be said to be a growth area, the approach I 

have taken differs from previous offerings.  The method outlined in the preceding chapters can 

be more practical, historical, and culturally sensitive; it is more closely concerned with the 

everyday experience of audiences than some other forms of film phenomenology which tend to 

remain closely aligned with the text.  To be sure, I do not claim that my postphenomenological 

method has reached its full potential.  I speak more of what it can be than what it is currently.    

Indeed, given the relative absence of the body in genre studies, I believe that my sensational 

project has a certain timeliness.  While I have only, as yet, discussed the enactive model of 

perception in relation to vision, and briefly in relation to music, the model certainly can, and 

should, be expanded to consider other perceptual modes, other “styles” of perceptual relation 

(hearing, touch, etc.).   

I will claim this:  I have demonstrated how, by adopting a new method, we have 

an opportunity to view genre films in a fresh way.  For instance, I look forward to 

exploring how such spectacles work with and for a human talent for adaptation and 

recombination through perceptual relations.  Working within a phenomenological-

enactive perspective enables us to understand the meaning of these perceptual 

relations differently than we have, i.e., not as a threat or a problem, but something 
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fairly ordinary and commonplace, a widely available, technologically-enabled form of 

play.  It seems that one of the invariants of our existence is a desire to engage with 

experiences that combine the perceptually familiar with the perceptually new.  No 

doubt audiences consist of more than eyeballs and gray matter.  Indeed, genre 

audiences bring with them a living, feeling-thinking, meaning-making machine; these 

audiences are equipped for sensation and indeed may even have learned to expect it.  

This is not necessarily to say that these sensational genres are somehow subversive, yet 

neither is it to accept that sensational films are therefore trivial.  For they invoke 

something that is human, which is to say that they invoke an experience of being, of 

existing as a being with a body.  They address our full selves, engaging with us at the 

level of nerves, blood, and muscle – as well as mind and emotion. 

I would argue that at this point in the human adventure, to be reminded that we 

are creatures with bodies capable of seeking out and enjoying perceptual refreshment is 

a moment not without political significance.  This remains a project that rings true to 

me, particularly after having spent a significant time in my scholarly life grounded in 

feminist theories that reveal the disembodied, distorted, and destructive presumptions 

of our political-philosophical models.  I remain indebted to and convinced by these 

theories, and I have never ceased being drawn to frameworks and evidence of how we 

experience the world through our bodies, because these are the theories that accord 

with what I consider to be reality, a reality that we are taught to deny with destructive 

consequences.  However we are taught to deny it, we are sensual, relational, and 

sometimes even rational creatures.  Therefore, to bring any body of inquiry, even one 
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related “merely” to popular media pleasures, into accord with this reality, is to me a 

worthy and important enterprise.  A famous slogan declares that “the personal is 

political”; in this case, my project is both personal and political.   To acknowledge the 

body, to base a theory of knowing (which extends to knowing film) upon the body, is in 

itself a political act.  As Steven Shapiro has written, “such affective experiences directly 

and urgently involve a politics.  Power works in the depths and on the surfaces of the 

body, and not just in the disembodied realm of ‘representation’ or of ‘discourse’” (viii).   

To be sure, there is still ample room for discussions of power, representation, and 

difference.  Once we have ceased to view our sensual selves as mere excess, we can pursue a 

more analytical approach, one that understands perception as permeated and infused by 

culture.  Sensation is not outside criticism.   It is important to note difference and the 

interrelation of difference and power.  Throughout the previous pages, I have endeavored to 

show how a postphenomenological existential approach to research is necessarily sensitive to 

cultural specificities.  I am aware that in my experimental case studies, I have not delved as 

deeply into questions of difference as I might have.  To some extent, I have claimed that 

sensational embodiment is based in the most universal of experiences: of having a body.  

Beyond this, though, it is an open question how we can be embodied through difference.  How 

do race, or economic status, or sexual orientation affect my potential embodiment?  If, for 

example, listening is constructed via embodied relationship but my experience has always been 

through and as a person of color, this must certainly shape my macro perception; since we have 

seen that macro and micro perception subtend each other, this means that being a person of 

color could very well influence the deepest aspects of perception.  Just as Iris Marion Young 
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discussed in relation to gender and embodiment, there may be specific ways of moving, seeing, 

hearing, and perceiving that cluster around bodies according to their lived difference.  To say 

this is not to foreclose on the possibility for invariants in our embodiedness simply as humans.  

Alongside the need for understanding and respect for difference there must always be common 

ground and surely the fact of our mutual embodiment is a strong contender for such a 

grounding.  I am aware that this must be a difficult balance to achieve, but without the attempt 

at common ground there seems little point to many of our conversations about media, culture, 

genre, pleasure, experience, technology, and so forth. 

To return to my original qualifier, phenomenology inherently values process.  Therefore, 

and notwithstanding the preceding claims to original results, I wish to close by discussing this 

process, and in particular by considering some of the issues that emerged from it.  As I 

proceeded through my case study chapters (Four, Five, Six), I offered frequent, sometimes 

lengthy commentary on the postphenomenological method as it unfolded.  Certainly, I can 

confirm Ihde’s claim:  It is impossible to understand phenomenology without doing 

phenomenology.  I would venture to add that even having done it, one may still not 

understand.  Of course, this has only been my debut attempt.  Still, or because of this, this 

project has generated a number of valuable insights regarding the specific challenges of running 

phenomenological experiments. 

First, despite my understanding of what Merleau-Ponty wanted to accomplish in terms 

of an integrated model of lived, perceptual experience, one that does not draw artificial 

distinctions between modes of experience such as “seeing” and “hearing,” I have found that in 

practice it is very difficult to avoid making such divisions.  This may be my own failure of 
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imagination; however, we do have a tendency to think in terms of these familiar ideas, i.e., 

what is seen, what is heard.  This is no doubt due to the sedimented habits of western thought.  

Yet, this being the case, is it not then true that perceptual experience does “consist” for many 

in these separate components?  Or does phenomenology require me to attribute this 

appearance of separateness to something else, namely, the natural attitude?  If this is the case, 

am I not looking behind appearances at the outset, behind what people “think” they know to 

the “actual?”  Perhaps this is indeed what phenomenology demands, but if so then I will be in 

the position of telling people they misunderstand their own perception, a prospect which 

arouses in me some discomfort.  I trust that further research in the areas of phenomenology, 

postphenomenology, and neurophenomenology will generate some resolution to this tension 

between the phenomenological directive to begin with “what is given” and the 

postphenomenological directive to remain conscious and respectful of material-hermeneutic 

lifeworlds. 

A second dilemma I have encountered is that phenomenology seems to work better for 

some topics than others.  That is, I found that the method applied readily to the experiences of 

“pleasant” and “unpleasant” spectacle.  However, Chapter Six is another story, as the question 

of what is immediately given in the hearing of film music is deeply permeated by the cultural, 

physical, and embodied meanings of music.  This was reflected in my ongoing struggle to find 

an appropriate understanding of “description” for Chapter Six, to choose a minimally 

sedimented vocabulary, to generate categories.  Yet phenomenology was intended to be 

broadly, even universally applicable; if not, why even speak of openness and wonder before the 

world, of its inexhaustibility?  What if it were to turn out that the applicability of 
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phenomenological method is truly limited?  I believe that there is a response to this apparent 

dilemma in some emergent frameworks for grappling with the topics of sound and music in 

their embodied specificity.  For example, scholarly material is beginning to be generated that 

proposes an enactive model of musical perception.  I am confident that further explorations 

along these lines will only enhance the postphenomenological methods I have proposed.   

Third, and finally, I am convinced that in a further iteration of this project I will want to 

explore more deeply – or perhaps, “reduce” further – my conclusions about the human need 

for perceptual play in the form of combination and recombination of the perceptually 

rehearsed and the perceptually new.  Of all the ideas that emerge from a phenomenological 

investigation, this is the most intriguing.  I have always been fascinated by the pleasure 

provided by genre, by the continuous restatement of the new with the old.  While genre 

scholars have observed already how this is an essential part of genre narrative, I wonder if this 

is not essential to our imaginative and our perceptual play.  This is a question I look forward to 

exploring through further research. 

 

 

 



283 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX I 

The Matter of Genre 

 
 

At its best cinematic sf offers experiences in which we do, and do not, 

believe our eyes, simultaneously.  We see, we comprehend, we believe, 

we doubt, we accept, we enjoy. 

Greg Tuck, “When More is Less:   

CGI Spectacle and the Capitalist Sublime” 250 

 

 

 Richard was determined to be a high-achiever among my consultants.  He would speak 

at length, drawing upon a large vocabulary (which he rather frequently misused), meandering 

around his meanings but still succeeding in conveying a great deal despite, or because of this.  I 

let him talk, asking a questions here and there to keep him in the conversation, and the results 

were unsolicited statements like the above:  “These things, they’re more visible because of the 

genre, because it’s sci-fi…”   Of course, as a participant in the screening Richard was aware that 

it was for research, but this does not necessarily render his statement less honest.  I had not 

put my thesis to the group in terms of its meaning for genre studies, only told them that I was 

looking at sensory or bodily experiences in science fiction, fantasy and horror.  Since my goal in 

having these consultations was not objectivity per se, but the generation of some relationally 

grounded themes, I feel confident in taking Richard’s statement as descriptive of the genre 
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experience of our little group, and as descriptive of the genre experience that is central to my 

dissertation.   

Two interrelated points emerge from Richard’s comment.  Perhaps they are obvious, 

but they are essential, as they capture the experience against which I intend to measure 

existing genre theory.  First, Richard is describing a film experience that is sensational.  This 

experience has to do (in the above comment) with the perception of certain images, but I want 

to emphasize that this need not be a conventional allusion to film imagery.  That is, given the 

visual emphasis of film criticism as previously discussed, it might be easy to presume that 

Richard was “viewing” after the manner of much traditional scholarship, focused upon the 

spectatorial impact of the images as pretty, ideologically powerful signs, devoid of their fleshy 

context.  There is no question that the film Richard was viewing (Revenge of the Sith) is plentiful 

with images; it certainly meets the standard of a spectacle.  It has, to borrow a phrase, a “to-be-

looked-at-ness.”  But  in the context of my conversation with my consultants, these visual 

experiences must be considered an example of embodied sensation; even though Richard’s 

mention of beautiful images seems to reference vision only, it must not be taken merely as an 

activity of the eyes in concert with the brain.  Nor do I believe that he intended it as such, 

although clearly his mind and imagination are engaged in the viewing.  In the phenomenology 

of embodied perception upon which I am relying, not only is the body the precondition of 

seeing, but it could be said that we see with our whole body.  Even if we are not literally making 

physical contact, our relationship to a beautiful image on the screen may be tactile, just as the 

texture of paint on a “viewed” canvas may invoke in us the sense of our own skin through its 

thickness, oiliness, graininess or other qualities.    



285 

 

Second, and most important for this analysis, this embodied experience is perceived as 

genre-based.  This “genre-ness” is to some extent inseparable from the sensational experience 

of the film.  Put more crudely, in the context of certain films Richard seems to connect sensual 

pleasure with the genre, but not in a manner that is perceived by him as manipulative.  His 

perception does have an immersive quality, yet this immersion is flavored by a cognitive 

recognition that the experience has been created “for him.”  It is not the case that Richard’s 

subjectivity is overcome by the sensational powers of the film; he is not overmatched by an 

illusion.  True, the fact that Richard is a student of film may mean that he has more resources 

than most for understanding the manner of the film’s construction; however, this does not 

therefore lead to the presumption that “lay” viewers are somehow less able to perceive that 

constructedness, or that film scholars are better armored against it.  Richard’s choice of 

language suggests that he is viewing the film as both technological artifact and art; 

metaphorically, as a “painting” and a “vision” but very much the product of work.  Yet at the 

same time he can accept its sensational offerings on its own terms. 

Put in more phenomenological terminology, Richard has a distinct yet culturally-

embedded relationship (pleasurable in this instance) with the film; the film relates to him as he 

relates to the film, and the genre-ness of the relationship is both a precondition and a 

foundation of meaning.  All of Richard’s relationships with other films are the horizon of his 

experience of this film; these relationships include films “of” the genre (wherever he places 

those boundaries) and films “not of” the genre, for all of these, even if unseen at the moment, 

are necessary to give an identity to the film in question (for him).  Part of this relational horizon 

are past, present, and even future experiences of perception, which is to say that both the 
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memory (of perception) and expectations (of perception) play a part in his present, embodied 

experience.  Culture also plays a critical role, for Richard’s horizon of experience is interwoven 

with mine and others’ experiences of the genre in question – in this case, sci-fi, but Richard’s 

words could just as easily describe a horror or a fantasy film.  It matters not that we may 

engage in slightly different categorizations of various films; we still bring to bear these webs of 

experience relating to sensational, fantastic films. 

The key point, for now, is that Richard has described his genre experience in sensual 

terms.  It is not merely that he referenced a sensory experience but that he simultaneously 

linked this experience to an experience of genre.  I believe that this connection is not 

uncommon among audience members, yet there is relatively little genre scholarship that 

explores it.  In Chapter One, I alluded repeatedly to the tendencies of genre critics to separate 

spectacle and excess from narrative (or “unifying”) operations within films; here, I want attend 

more closely to scholarly genre criticism, to elucidate further the gap that I have just 

referenced.  If an analysis does make the connection between genre and embodied sensation, it 

tends to fall back, sooner or later (mostly sooner), upon a more rational, and disembodied, 

approach to understanding the experience.  There are, as we shall see, strains of sci-fi and 

horror criticism that engage explicitly with the prevalence of spectacle in these genres, but 

even these ultimately downplay the embodied meaning of such spectacle, or invoke theoretical 

frameworks that reduce embodiedness to a rationale rather than a reality.  Thus, as in the 

popular media, the field of genre scholarship tends to manifest an acknowledgement of 

embodied experience along with its simultaneous suppression. This is generally accomplished 

by an emphasis on the cognitive, the rational, the technical, and of course, on narrative 
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formulas.  It is certainly understandable that scholars would focus upon demonstrations of the 

cultural relevance and seriousness of the themes of fantastic films, given the general sensibility 

that the content of such films is relatively frivolous.  The more intriguing or attractive the 

images, the greater the sense that it is of little consequence.    

 It is likewise understandable that most genre theory would focus on narrative formulas.  

Notwithstanding any human penchant for narrative as a mode of understanding (which I 

happen to believe in), genre theory has been and remains indebted to its parent literary 

theories (Neale, Genre 19; Tudor 3).  It is worth noting that there was always something of an 

interest in cutting the cord, as genre theorists struggled to iterate a model of genre that was 

sensitive to medium specificity.  It is possible to argue that, initially in the 1970s with the 

establishment of genre theory as a serious endeavor within film studies and proceeding into the 

1980s and 1990s, there was a gradual change in theoretical and methodological preoccupations 

as theorists grappled with the genre films as film.  Further, critics sought to address the nature 

of genres as uniquely popular forms of film.  At times posed against the claims of auteurism, 

genre was for some critics primarily an industrial product, a set of formulas that could easily be 

quickly and efficiently mass produced by Hollywood’s (or other national cinemas’) machine.  In 

response, others argued that the use of such (narrative) formulas did not necessarily rule out 

originality, and indeed, that the notion of originality as the product of a unique, individual 

vision was historically and culturally privileged.  Thomas Sobchack, for instance, demonstrates 

that until the advent of nineteenth-century Romantic movement, art was generally associated 

with reiteration of formulaic tales in accordance with classical norms (104-105).  Edward 

Buscombe further notes:  “Popular art does not condemn its creators to a subsidiary role.  
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Instead it emphasizes the relation between the artist and the material, on the one hand, and 

the material and the audience, on the other” (22).  And, on a more pragmatic note, “[T]he chief 

justification for genre is not that it allows merely competent directors to produce good films. . . 

Rather, it is that it allows good directors to be better” (21). 

These critics, if not entirely committed to a negative assessment of genre, were 

nevertheless aware of the logistical challenges of performing genre analysis based on story 

types.  The enduring problem is one of logical circularity:  If we want to know what a sci-fi film 

is, we should study sci-fi films, but how can we identify the films to be studied without first 

defining sci-fi (Tudor 5)?   A second, and common problem is the tendency of commentators to 

treat genres as ahistorical essences, as though a “western” were a preexisting category to 

which a given film may or may not belong.  Thus certain genre scholars, even early on, called for 

closer attention to the material relationships between film makers and their work (Buscombe 

22; Tudor 8).  This is not to deny that certain types of stories may have a deep resonance with 

cultures, for reasons that will always be slightly elusive yet always interesting to explore.  

However, where we are dealing with film, and popular film at that, the exclusive focus on the 

identification and categorization of narrative types is necessarily incomplete.   

Despite early warnings, it appears that genre criticism proceeded in a somewhat non-

materialist, ahistorical, and text-driven direction.  This is certainly the opinion of Rick Altman, in 

his much-cited 1984 essay “A Semantic-Syntactic Approach.” In this essay he decries the 

tendency of genre studies to treat genres “as if they spring full-blown from the head of Zeus” 

(29).  Altman’s particular targets were some of the more influential writings on genre of the 

1980s and 1990s, which relied upon often ahistorical, or synchronic models based in 
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structuralist and psychoanalytic-textual analysis;
1
 such theories would encompass both broad 

studies of the nature of genre (which are in theory applicable to any genre but tend to work 

better for some genres than others) and studies dealing specifically with fantastic genres 

(among others).  This characterization of genre studies is echoed by Jason Mittell, who 

describes the various “theoretical orientations” much as just above, and adds:  “most examples 

of genre analysis consider genre primarily as a textual attribute” (5). 

In addition to the essentializing tendencies of many of these approaches, they make 

assumptions as to what or how audiences experience genre films.  Indeed, as Tudor observes, 

all genre study is implicitly audience study (8); thus to state that a genre performs certain 

functions within a given culture is to make a claim about audiences which is devoid of any real 

investigation of those audiences.  The genre model of Thomas Schatz is a perfect case in point; 

he argues that popular genres express dualistic tensions that bide deep in cultural memory and 

myth, and that this therefore accounts for the need to work through and resolve these dualisms 

through repetitive storytelling formulas.  He argues, for instance, that all westerns are cultural 

expressions of a deep tension between the ideas of “civilization” and “savagery” (28) and that 

the western story in its various iterations functions to resolve this tension.  Similarly, John 

Cawelti posits that “formula stories,” as he calls them, are based upon a “moral fantasy” (16).  

That is, the genre is an opportunity to fantasize a relatively simple resolution to a moral 

problem that is known to be extremely complex in reality – such as the historical relationship 

between North American settlers and the people indigenous to that continent.  These are 

arguments based more or less upon textual analysis, while the fact that audiences continue to 

make box office successes of certain narrative reiterations is presumably proof that this 
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framework of dualistic confrontation is an adequate description of how the audience 

experiences the films.  Hence Altman claims that these “ritual” approaches attribute authorship 

to the audience “with the studios serving, for a price, the national will” (“Semantic” 30).   

Having made this critique, Altman proceeds to lay down the “Semantic/Syntactic” 

model, which does not, unfortunately, make great strides in ameliorating the ahistorical 

tendencies of genre study.  The fault is perhaps less with the model itself than with the 

application of the model by those who embrace it.  In his Film/Genre (2001), however, Altman 

proposes a revision in the form of the “Semantic/Syntactic/Pragmatic” model.  In this book, he 

argues in greater depth for methods of genre study that take a more rigorous, historicized 

approach to the industrial uses of genre.  This argument is more or less echoed by Steve Neale 

in his Genre and Hollywood (2000).  Thus it appears that in recent genre theory there is some 

loose consensus that the study of film genre is moving away from the methods of its literary 

parent, towards a more historical framework, but it is worth noting that this approach 

continues to bide within what Mittell calls the “textualist assumption,” albeit with a sensitivity 

to the historical dynamics of genre change (5).  As well, there continue to be those critics, both 

in academia and in popular discourse, who use “genres” in their original sense as substantive 

categories, notwithstanding that there can be no consensus as to which categories may be 

properly called a genre, and of which they consist.
2
   

Having said this, I return to Altman and Neale, who demonstrate convincingly that 

Hollywood prefers to produce and market films for the widest possible audience, and that any 

strict genrification of films within the industry would tend to work against this objective.  

Similarly, Janet Staiger has argued that to conceive of genre films as “hybrid” implies that there 
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is some prior generic essence called “science fiction,” “action,” etc, whereas films are 

demonstrably heterogeneous in identity and subject to continuous positioning and re-

positioning in the discourses of industries, filmmakers, audiences, and critics.  All three of these 

scholars gesture perceptibly to new models infused by rigorous historical and industrial 

research, audience studies, and discourse analysis.  By way of demonstration, they adduce 

substantial historical evidence to the effect that Hollywood films are rarely produced or 

marketed as a single genre.
3
  Furthermore, Altman establishes that not only are films “born” 

heterogeneously, they can be “re-born” or re-classified through cultural processes inclusive of 

the activities of film makers, audiences and critics.  His case study of the so-called “woman’s 

film” (Film/Genre 73-77) is a superb case in point; prior to the reappropriation of certain, 

female-centric films by Molly Haskell and Mary Ann Doane, these films were not known as 

“women’s films.”  Altman does not point out this reclassification in order to contest it, but to 

point out that critics are part of the historical process of “genrification,” and moreover, that 

their work may serve a meaningful purpose, such as “restoring value to women’s activities” 

(77).  For Altman, this shifting in meaning is merely part of the workings of genre, in which he 

gives critics a significant place alongside industrial and audience dynamics.  Thus these and 

other feminist critics did not discover the woman’s film as much as they created it.   

Neale has done work also on the shifting meaning of melodrama, noting that its original 

connotation in trade publications was of spectacle and action, and that the major themes of 

these early films continue undergird many contemporary, so-called “masculine“ genres, i.e. 

action, film noir (Genre 196-202).  He also summarizes the historical work of Charles Musser on 

the western, to the effect that The Great Train Robbery (Edwin S. Porter, 1902) was never 
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conceived or marketed as a western, because the genre did not exist as a recognizable form 

until the early 1910s.  In fact, The Great Train Robbery was sold (as demonstrated by an 

examination of contemporaneous marketing sources) as a crime drama, chase film, or railway 

film (44).  And while it is commonplace to refer to Metropolis (Fritz Lang, 1927) as one of the 

first, if not the first sci-fi film, the truth is that the term “science fiction” was not coined until 

1929 (Telotte, Science Fiction 69-70) by the pulp magazine publisher Hugo Gernsback.   

Hence genre scholarship seems to have come to the conclusion that genres can only be 

defined provisionally and temporarily, and that the best genre theory has some concordance 

with genre history.  In trying to organize films into “types” based upon aesthetic criteria such as 

“inner” and “outer” forms (Buscombe 14), ideological criteria (Klinger 75; Wright 42), or social-

cultural criteria (Cawelti; Schatz), genre scholarship has been fighting, to some extent, a losing 

battle (Neale 207-229).  The evidence of history shows that films have no “generic essence”; 

they seem to be designed such that they do not fit neatly into one category or another.  

Moreover, any preoccupation with such categorization would seem to miss the point of genre 

study.  If studying film genres is to have any social benefit, it must answer to the almighty “so 

what?”  The question of whether The Fly (Cronenberg, 1986) is science fiction, or horror, or 

both, may be fun to contemplate, but its answer amounts to little, if indeed an answer exists.  

Nothing is wrong with such categorization, per se, but if I desire my work as a genre scholar to 

have social value, I would want it to go beyond the classification of narrative formulas, to speak 

to how genre is lived by at least five or ten real people.  I would contend that the study of genre 

is at its best when it reveals a living relationship between films and audiences; such an 
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approach permits us to consider certain films in terms of their function as mass or popular art, 

which was one of the original justifications for studying genre at all. 

 

Thinking Science Fiction 

 

 With such criteria at hand, I might now consider some of existing material on fantastic 

genres.  I will begin with literature published nominally within the field of science fiction, but I 

would observe here that much of the forthcoming analysis, both of work described and my 

objections to it, could easily be applied to the entire field of “fantastic” film, i.e., including 

horror and fantasy.  In the field of science fiction film, there are several well-known anthologies 

of essays (i.e., Alien Zone:  Cultural Theory and Contemporary Science Fiction Cinema, and Alien 

Zone II:  The Spaces of Science Fiction Cinema; Shadows of the Magic Lamp; Liquid Metal: The 

Science Fiction Film Reader; Close Encounters:  Film, Feminism and Science Fiction), plus a small 

collection of books treating the subject. 

Two scholars strongly associated with science fiction film are J.P. Telotte (Science Fiction 

Film; Replications:  A Robotic History of the Science Fiction Film) and Vivian Sobchack (Screening 

Space:  The American Science Fiction Film).  Both Telotte and Sobchack focus almost exclusively 

on the genre in terms of its textual themes and strategies, relating these to wider cultural 

issues, not to mention issues of classification.  This should not be unexpected, particularly since 

both Telotte and Sobchack are concerned with defending sci-fi film against its detractors within 

the field  of literary sci-fi; they both cite a statement from the sci-fi historian John Baxter:  

“Science Fiction film, then, is an intellectual impossibility” (qted in Sobchack, Space 24).  In 
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order to lay this assumption to rest, Sobchack dives headlong into the problems of establishing 

boundaries for sci-fi as a type of story:   

Obviously, there must be some sensible and productive middle ground, a 

way of defining the limits of a genre while remaining as inclusive as 

possible so that the definition will seem neither too arbitrary and 

personally manufactured nor so general that it becomes useless as a 

critical tool. (18) 

 

Accordingly, Sobchack spends much of Screening Space working with problems of definition, 

attempting to tackle the unstable relationship of sci-fi and horror (27), to establish their 

respective “spheres of exploration” (29).  She finds that all of these films (however various 

critics have classified them) fall somewhere on a spectrum of cultural interest in the powers of 

magic, religion and science as methods of explaining and accounting for the unknown.  

Definition thus emerges out of a sliding scale in which the “cooler,” more intellectually-themed 

films, are closer to the sci-fi end of the spectrum and “hotter” films whose narratives depend 

upon an increased reliance upon faith move towards the horror end.  Not surprisingly, she 

generates this definition for sci-fi: 

The SF film is a film genre which emphasizes actual, extrapolative or 

speculative science and empirical method, interacting in a social context 

with the lesser emphasized, but still present, transcendentalism of magic 

and religion, in an attempt to reconcile man with the unknown. (63) 

 

In the latter, newer section of the book, she engages in an analysis and critique of postmodern 

sci-fi films (for which she views Blade Runner as the example par excellence), by relating them 

to Frederic Jameson’s definition of postmodernism.  For Sobchack, these postmodern films 

manifest the proliferation of empty images that Jameson associates with the postmodern era, 

and they thereby betray the modernist promise of sci-fi proper, that of generating rational 

critique as human beings encounter the unknown.  Ultimately, she engages in what Altman has 



295 

 

called “exclusive” list-making (“Semantic” 28), allowing some films within the boundaries of 

“true” sci-fi films, and abjecting others. 

 Telotte somewhat avoids strong issues of classification (and thus exclusion) by avoiding 

attempts at strict definition, but he does identify a thematic focus for sci-fi:  the idea of the 

double or the copy.  He states in his introduction to Replications that “the image of human 

artifice, figured in the great array of robots, androids and artificial beings found throughout the 

history of the science fiction film, is the single most important one in the genre” (Robotic 5).  

While I do agree with Telotte’s argument for the thematic importance of the human copy in sci-

fi film, I cite it to indicate that his focus, like that of other critics, remains that of the narrative 

themes and iconography of fantastic film, aspects that emphasize the rational dimensions of 

such genres and demonstrate the social and cultural value of the genre despite its more low-

brow connotations.  It is not the case that Sobchack, Telotte, and others, are unaware of the 

textual excesses of their chosen genre.  Telotte grants:  “Indeed, for many movie-goers the 

chief attraction of the genre is its display of a cinematic ‘science,’ that is, its technological 

achievement in making these speculative images come alive, seem utterly convincing – or 

magic” (Robotic 8).  Yet he goes on to discuss in depth what he terms a technophobic “retreat” 

from this spectacle within the narratives themselves.  Sobchack also acknowledges the 

importance of the visual in sci-fi, but she immediately places images of the “wondrous, strange 

and imagined” (Space 88) in tension with images of the “familiar” and even “downright dull,” 

claiming that this is essential to the credibility of the narrative.  In short, these authors’ analyses 

of the social-cultural anxieties and fantasies present within science fiction film have a distinct 

taming effect upon the spectacles of robots, spaceships, aliens, and outer space itself.   
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Indeed, the academic literature surrounding science fiction is particularly preoccupied 

with rational interpretation, as though the enterprise of making sci-fi (literary or otherwise) 

were inspired solely by critical social reflection.  This is not to suggest that this impulse is not an 

important and valuable aspect of futuristic storytelling.  Ellen Ripley’s encounter with the alien 

(Alien, Scott, 1979; Aliens, Cameron, 1986) rightfully inspires volumes about racial and gender 

dynamics (Newton 82-87), the fear or embrace of a technocratic, ultra-capitalist future (Byers 

39-42), and the simultaneous terror and worship of motherhood (Creed 128-140) – but what of 

those less rarified, half-formed thoughts, feelings, and sensations experienced in the immediate 

viewing the film?  What of the simple pleasure of seeing and feeling outer space travel?  What 

of the encounter with creatures who are, like Ripley’s alien, “mysteriously ungraspable, 

viciously implacable, improbably beautiful, and lewd” (Greenberg 89)?  What of the fascination 

engendered by the presentation of sounds of things that do not, to the best of our knowledge, 

exist?  Telotte and Sobchack are well aware of these pleasures, I would argue, and may even 

invoke them from time to time, but these are pleasures put aside in favor of more legitimate 

matters.   

 As mentioned above, there are some academic pieces that consider the spectacular 

dimensions of the cinematic form of science fiction and as such at least imply a consideration of 

the sensory and the sensual.  Indeed, these four essays by Neale, Telotte (in Alien Zone), Scott 

Bukatman (in Alien Zone II) and Greg Tuck unfold to reveal one of the most fascinating and 

provocative dimensions of science fiction film criticism.  Although each deals with spectacle in 

fundamentally different ways, the uniting theme of the essays is a foregrounding of the 

apparatus of the cinema itself, and how the genre of science fiction highlights this apparatus.  
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This theme eventually leads to literary or social critique, and demonstrates that the study of 

science fiction as a genre ought to be anything but marginal, for it has implications both for film 

theory and film history.     

The title of Neale’s piece, “’You’ve Got to Be Fucking Kidding!’:  Knowledge, Belief and 

Judgment in Science Fiction”, is a reference to a line uttered by a character confronted with a 

body-and-mind-bending spectacle in John Carpenter’s The Thing (1982).  The choice of this 

piece of dialogue for the essay title is apt, for as Neale observes, the character voices exactly 

what the spectator is thinking.  An (apparently) dead body performs on camera in ways that I, 

as a spectator, know to be not only improbable but also ridiculous.  It is a piece of gruesome 

sculpture, meant to be contemplated by the audience in and of itself, regardless of what it adds 

to the film as a story.  From the perspective of a more conservative narrative tradition, it risks 

shutting down the narrative, for it could be argued that such excess is not strictly necessary to 

advance the plot.  Yet from the perspective of the film as a genre piece, this excess serves an 

important purpose, which is to underscore the “thingness” of the body, to turn it inside out and 

horrify by the very plasticity of its parts being transgressed and transformed by an utterly alien 

life energy.  Furthermore, the line — “You’ve got to be fucking kidding!” — performs in a way 

that transcends diegetic space, calling attention to the nature of the scene as something 

quintessentially “generic”:  “[I]t is what one might call both a ‘textual’ and ‘institutional’ event:  

a remark addressed to the spectator by the film, and by the cinematic apparatus, about the 

nature of its special effects” (“Spectacle” 160).  Neale’s essay examines this event in order to 

explore and elaborate on a regime of generic verisimilitude.  As he has argued elsewhere 

(Genre and Hollywood), each genre possesses its own standards of the real, and its own 
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narrative and iconographic tools for enforcing those standards (Genre 32; “Spectacle” 164).  

This concept of generic verisimilitude is a refreshing departure from the classic preoccupation 

of film theory with “realism” or “formalism,” an unbalanced dichotomy in which, I would argue, 

the anti-real is always being called upon to legitimate itself.  Within this framework, many 

genre films seem ridiculous, trashy and, of course, repetitive.  The premise of generic 

verisimilitude, by contrast, provides for the consideration of a genre film’s standards of realism 

on its own terms.  But this is not the whole of the analysis, for Neale is also pointing to science 

fiction as a “special case.”  He is careful to observe that the cultivation of this position of 

awareness of spectacle is “fundamental to science fiction in the cinema” (“Spectacle” 161).  

Again, I would argue that a similar argument is possible in relation to fantastic films in general.  

The value of such an analysis lies in Neale’s careful elaboration upon the dialectic of 

“judgment” and “belief.”  Outside the world of genre, “spectacle” is frequently called upon to 

justify itself since it does bear connotations of “excessive” and “gratuitous.”  Moments of 

spectacle are presumed to stop or slow the narrative, whether for moments or for minutes.  Yet 

within a regime of verisimilitude or “real enough” such presumption is inappropriate.  

Moreover, for Neale, much of the uniqueness (and, I daresay, the fun) of science fiction film lies 

in this realm of spectacle, which in turn depends upon special effects technology (“Spectacle” 

167).  The effectiveness of this technology lies in its ability to both hide and “flaunt itself.”   

It is useful to contrast these points with the essay, “The Doubles of Fantasy and the 

Space of Desire” by Telotte, for the latter highlights a dimension of spectacle that is absent 

from Neale’s analysis.  Telotte gives us a psychoanalytically inflected argument for the 

pleasures of mimesis in his analysis whereas Neale’s argument is primarily functional, 
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interested in placing depictions of the fantastic within a type of narrative.  The proponent of 

realist storytelling might very well argue that nothing is mimetic about a body exploding with 

insectoid legs and gelatinous goo, or in a man’s head melting off only to sprout its own set of 

legs, as occurs in the scene previously referenced in Neale’s essay.  But Telotte would respond 

that the human pleasure in “copying” or mimesis incorporates a desire for the visual realization 

of images “drawn from the blind space of the imagination” (“Doubles” 152).  In Telotte’s 

opinion, this desire accounts at least in part for the popularity of science fiction, fantasy, and 

horror.  Of course, this desire is played out in different ways within different films; a tension, 

particularly in horror, exists in contemplating an image with macabre fascination and horrified 

relief, that It does not, cannot, in fact exist.  Telotte does not say as much, but I imagine that in 

science fiction and fantasy, the tension falls more between fear and wonder.   

Telotte then considers how this mimetic desire is manifested through narratives which 

explicitly address copying or “the double,” in the form of robots, cyborgs, golems, and, of 

course, the figure of Frankenstein’s monster (Clearly, this argument is a forerunner to his work 

in Replications).  In all of these narratives, themes of longing and terror are foregrounded; the 

desire for a newer, better version of the self runs alongside the anxiety of being replaced.  

Telotte draws upon the ur-text of the double, Blade Runner (Scott, 1982) in order to elucidate, 

arguing that Rick Deckard’s loss of humanity is equated to a loss of engagement with the real, a 

loss of feeling — a loss from which the replicants do not suffer.  They “want more life”; they 

have “seen things you people wouldn’t believe.”  In the climactic scene of Deckard’s 

confrontation with Roy Batty, he is forced to confront squarely the question:  Who is the better 

human?  In such painful questions, Telotte discovers possibilities for catharsis and warning 
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against the mimetic impulse, which is also realized in the creation of technology.  Ultimately, 

“[fantasy films] particularly point up cinema’s ongoing fascination with its own limits and 

driving forces and the manner in which fantasy has tapped into this substrate” (“Doubles” 154).  

Both Telotte and Neale, then, are interested in how fantastic films, via these reflexive 

narrative moments, foreground and celebrate cinema as technology and as spectacle, while 

simultaneously invoking anxieties.  Neither author engages with the visceral pleasure invoked 

by spectacle to the extent that I would hope; that is, spectacle is appreciated by them, but it is 

more or less restricted to an appreciation of cognitive dynamics.  While Neale does discuss 

spectacular cinema, he ultimately is more concerned with how it underscores a regime of 

verisimilitude and therefore of narrative credibility.  This is valuable in and of itself, yet by 

sublimating the experience of spectacle to how it can fit within a “believable” narrative, he 

continues to privilege narrative after the manner of classical genre theory.  As for Telotte, he 

presents a satisfyingly cerebral account of the “doubles of fantasy,” couched in psychoanalytic 

language.
4
     

Bukatman and Tuck take the analysis of fantastic spectacle in a slightly different 

direction; these two authors are writing within a strain of sci-fi criticism that concerns itself 

with theories of spectacle and the sublime.  As such, they reference Jean Baudrillard, Guy 

Dabord and other cultural commentators who have expressed concern about the loss of the 

real in society, focusing their critique on media spectacle as a symptom.  Tuck, in “When More 

is Less:  CGI Spectacle and the Capitalist Sublime,” notes how such traditions of criticism imply a 

lesser status for certain types of narratives and/or entertainments:   

From this widely held philosophical position (as well as its uptake in more 

popular discourse) the promotion of the perceptual over the conceptual 
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that lies at the heart of spectacular entertainments and art forms 

necessarily devalues them (252). 
 

Likewise, Bukatman is to some extent responding to critique of a society of spectacle by 

presenting the history of the sublime as an aesthetic concept.  Thus, whereas in the previous 

two essays the technology of spectacle is sublimated to a fundamentally narrative cinema, 

Bukatman and Tuck ground science fiction technology in an alternative aesthetic tradition that 

could potentially invoke the role of the body in appreciating works of art – the idea of the 

sublime.   The goal of both these authors is to consider how the technological spectacle of sci-fi 

(and by extension, fantastic narratives), rather than being a marker of low brow pleasures, 

could lead to a profoundly human experience of negative transcendence, of authentic wonder 

and self-reflection.   

Tuck begins by stating a dichotomy between the conceptual and the perceptual in sci-fi 

spectacle, between the “intelligible” and the “incredible,” and viewing this as fundamental to 

the experience of sci-fi films.   He highlights recent special effects extravaganzas, notably Peter 

Jackson’s King Kong (2004); for Tuck, these films, notwithstanding their other strengths and 

weaknesses, invoke an existential tension between our more rational faculties and our 

perceptual experience.  

It is worth pausing to consider the complex philosophical relationship 

between reason and wonder, cognition and sensation – at the most 

fundamental level, the relationship between conception and perception – 

suggested by such experiences. (250) 
 

Although the relationship between conception and wonder can seem antithetical, it is a 

relationship that underpins experiences of both spectacle and the sublime.  Indeed, without 

reason and cognition, we would be incapable of recognizing that which is sensational.  Bringing 
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these considerations into the realm of cinema, Tuck notes the existence of a tradition in film 

theory of considering all film “already” wondrous, referencing the work of Christian Metz.  

Likewise, in his essay, “The Artificial Infinite:  On Special Effects and the Sublime,” Bukatman 

notes that, contrary to some conventional assumptions about early film, the realités of the 

Lumières Brothers held a sense of wondrous spectacle for viewing audiences – the spectacle of 

the new technology, giving rise to a new perceptual experience.  In a sense, all film, particularly 

that which is viewed in the theatre, is a perceptual experience that is wonder-full.    

Having made this point, both authors proceed to consider what might be called an 

“other” cinema; they place this cinema within a wider history of viewing practices that began in 

the eighteenth century with the invention of “optics” and later found expression in the 

popularity of panoramas, exhibitions, and other visual attractions.  These visual practices, 

according to this argument, have their direct descendents in what Tom Gunning has called the 

“cinema of attractions” (116) and Miriam Hansen “a cinema that was presentational rather 

than representational” (137).  For these authors, certain films, and possibly all early films, were 

experienced as a display of technological wonder that was the essence of the experience itself.   

This notion of a cinema of spectacle and sensation undermines a “too easy” dichotomy in many 

histories of cinema between realist and anti-realist cinematic traditions.  To question the 

characterization of cinematic history as a history between realism and anti-realism is 

simultaneously to undermine a history of cinema whose trajectory has been pointed towards 

the achievement of an intelligible film language, as though the question were always:  “What 

cinematic practices will lead to the most meaningful and comprehensible stories?” By default, 
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“meaningful” and “comprehensible” have been defined as “realist,” yet Bukatman and Tuck’s 

essays refuse this equation, as Tuck observes here:   

While offering very different theories of spectatorship, [such] approaches 

suggest the vital importance of non-narrative, specular elements to the 

cinematic experience, and an intimate relationship between the visually 

perceptive and the mentally affective aspects of cinema (251). 

 

Tuck’s particular objective is to consider critically a film like King Kong, a tour de force of 

cinematic spectacle incorporating the very best of digital animation.  The detail, beauty and 

photorealism of these images is unquestionable, and yet, for Tuck and other viewers, this was a 

curiously empty spectacle.  It must be emphasized that Tuck differs from other critics of genre 

spectacle in that he does not presume that all such spectacle is inherently empty.  The linchpin 

of his argument is the aforementioned dialectic of the conceptual and the perceptual, which he 

employs in his consideration of the aesthetic traditions of spectacle and the sublime.  According 

to Tuck and Bukatman’s presentations of western philosophical discourses, both spectacle and 

the sublime are experiences of the “extraordinary” that extend far back in our cultural history.  

As just suggested in reference to pre-cinematic viewing practices and the cinema of attractions, 

spectacle connotes that which is manmade and technological; a significant part of the 

experience is the awareness that it has been constructed for the viewer’s amazement and 

(most likely) pleasure (251).  This is a contained and containable version of the extraordinary, in 

which our conceptual faculties remain active, even if only to recognize and appreciate what has 

been offered to our bodies.  

By contrast, the sublime is associated with genuine awe, arising from some experience – 

originally, an encounter with the ineffable power of nature – of a thing that eludes 
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categorization as either pleasurable or unpleasurable.  Such occurrences cannot be 

comprehended in the same way that spectacles can, because they do not exist for us.  “Unlike 

spectacle,” Tuck observes, “such phenomena are indifferent as to whether they are seen” 

(252).  Paradoxically, the cultural meaning of the sublime is thought to be an encounter with 

truth; because the experience so completely overcomes perception, only reason is left, capable 

only of confronting the fact that something exceptional has been experienced.  Thus, an 

experience of unmatched sensory intensity can highlight our nature as reasoning beings; the 

pleasure involved is ultimately one of self-reflection (253), contemplation of our own 

limitations.  For both Bukatman and Tuck, then, the spectacular components of fantastic film, 

derided by some as “mere” sensory pleasure and technological fabrication, can in fact open us 

up to this experience of the sublime.  Even if we do not know exactly how the magic was 

accomplished, we know that it is something to be appreciated on its own merits: 

The first moment we see the dinosaurs in Jurassic Park (Spielberg 

US 1993) or see Trinity’s (Carrie-Anne Moss) leap into bullet time in The 

Matrix (Wachowski brothers Australia/US 1999) or see (and hear) a light 

saber all involve, if only momentarily, our willful disinterest in method. 

No matter if subsequently overwhelmed by number and quantity, these 

moments are almost sublime (267). 

 

This claim runs counter to the neo-Marxist assumption that certain kinds of representations are 

necessarily utopian and therefore regressive.  As Tuck concludes:   

 

It is true that cinema often offers us spectacle for motives that are less 

than pure, but this does not prevent its address potentially exceeding the 

simply spectacular and connecting us with the sublime (255). 

 

Further, the neo-Marxist ideological analysis of spectacle neglects certain historical 

changes in our experience that might in fact transform what could be considered authentic 
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experience.  For example, whereas the sublime originally emerged through encounters with 

nature, as the twentieth century progressed, the sublime is more often associated with 

technological wonders.  Rather than decry all such encounters as “empty,” Bukatman and Tuck 

beg the question.  These theorists are not naïve about the capitalist objectives of spectacular 

cinema; in fact, Tuck moves on from his consideration of the sublime into a Marxist analysis, 

concluding that many sci-fi films fail to move from spectacle to the sublime because of their 

focus on quantity as opposed to quality and, as such, suggest the fetishization of number that 

has been previously diagnosed in late capitalism (264).  That is, the technological effects of sci-fi 

cinema as often presented are “dominated by notions of number, size and duration” (257).  

Anyone familiar with sci-fi film of the past ten years will be able to appreciate the meaning of 

this claim:  we have encountered bigger and bigger monsters, apes, dinosaurs, and 

transforming robots, in sequences that have grown increasingly complex and formed a greater 

part of the film in simple duration.  Perhaps this part of Tuck’s argument is reminiscent of 

Neale’s analysis of the gore of The Thing, in that his critique is focused on how the fantastic film 

foregrounds its own technology as a phenomenon to contemplated and wondered at “in itself.”  

However, it is critical to understand that, for Tuck, the experience goes awry when the 

obsession with number, size, and duration overwhelms the nature of the experience itself.  Put 

in other terms, the perceptual overwhelms the conceptual.   

Although his discussion begins to resemble the familiar argument that special effects 

can overwhelm narrative, Tuck adds some interesting reflections on the dialectic between 

quantity and quality, perception and conception.  For instance, he argues that the sublime does 

not emerge simply at the moment that the spectacle becomes unquantifiable, yet neither does 
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he assume that quantity is not a component of the sublime.  It is also possible for the quality of 

an effect to become existentially difficult; perhaps an example of this can be observed in the 

frequent reactions of viewers to the CGI animation of The Polar Express (Zemeckis, 2004), i.e., 

“it’s creepy.”  In the context of CGI, these issues of quantity and quality emerge with a kind of 

obviousness, even though not every critic can articulate them.  As Tuck notes “both quantity 

and quality have become easier to achieve” (258) and this has resulted in some cases in 

confusion between them.  He cites Godzilla (Emmerich, 1998) and King Kong as two films in 

which the dialectic of quality and quantity went awry and resulted in audience fatigue rather 

than excitement.  This is not a question of the believability of the images, as in both cases the 

quality of the rendering is more than adequate; however, for Tuck there is a sense in which the 

quantity of the images, both in terms of size and number, overmatches their ability to be 

meaningful.  In Godzilla, for example, the monster was both so enormous in size as to be 

unrelatable, and overwhelming in number, in the form of the uncountable infant monsters 

running amok.  A third and perfect example of “the law of diminishing returns,” as Tuck puts it, 

is in The Matrix Revolutions (Wachowski and Wachowski, 2003) where in the climax of the film 

Neo faces an infinity of Smiths.  The resulting victory is rendered hollow (261); if Neo can defeat 

any number of enemies, any victory is a given and therefore valueless.  Thus there is a loss of 

existential meaning which occurs, according to Tuck, because of the “decoupling” of the 

conceptual from the perceptual.  It is not that there is no way to make the spectacle of a giant 

ape or an infinitely proliferating virus called “Smith” existentially meaningful; however, Tuck 

would argue that such spectacular moments must invoke both our embodiedness (the 

perceptual) and our meaning-making capacities (the conceptual).     
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These considerations of the sublime by Tuck and Bukatman are encouraging, reinforcing 

my determination to value the sensational experiences with fantastic film, to not presume that 

they are merely shallow entertainment.  Their work certainly makes some strides in the 

direction of countering engrained assumptions about anti-realist art.  However, I find that Tuck 

is essentially reproducing the critique I outlined at length in Chapter One, whereby special 

effects overwhelm narrative meaning.  His careful elucidation of the contrast between 

spectacle and the sublime appears at time like another version of the “too much genre” 

argument, even if he is careful to note that his argument is not a criticism of content.  

Moreover, beneath his sophisticated analysis, I sense a desire to rail against the excesses of the 

new King Kong in relation to the old King Kong (1933).  Indeed, a significant chunk of his paper 

consists of a textual comparison of the two films.  In sum, while all four of the essays I have 

outlined (Neale, Telotte, Tuck, Bukatman) offer something of significant value for analyzing the 

sensational content of fantastic films, they nevertheless maintain an investment in the 

separation of credible from non-credible special effects (i.e. spectacle, sensation).  Moreover, 

these authors do not go as far as I would hope towards recognition of the embodiedness of the 

experience of this spectacle.  Their analyses reproduce cognitive or conceptual frameworks as 

the fundamental model of human experience.  Not to put too fine a point on it, these authors 

seem to envision film-goers “seeing” and “thinking” in the compartmentalized sense of much 

earlier criticism. 

I would add that the separation of the conceptual and perceptual upon which Tuck and 

Bukatman are relying runs counter to a phenomenological framework, in which it is possible 

that all perceptual experiences have conceptual meaning.  The theoretical move that separates 
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these faculties is a part of the methodological tradition resisted by phenomenology.  By 

declaring some experiences “not for me”  but simply and ineffably wholly other, the aesthetic 

concept of the sublime violates the phenomenological ontology whereby all reality is structured 

as relational and culturally-imbedded.  I could speculate that the experience of that which is 

sometimes called “sublime” would still be an experience of a thing which exists “for” and “in 

relation to” me, in the sense that I am an irrevocable participant in the lifeworld.  By naming 

something as sublime, I am referencing an experience which no other vocabulary except the 

sublime is applicable.  I suspect that it is an experience that overwhelms sensory categorization 

and therefore has given rise to its own category.  

 

Horror Affects 

 

It might be expected that the literature on the horror genre would more closely 

approximate an investigation of embodied sensation, given that the very genre itself (“horror”) 

is identified in terms of its invocation of powerful emotions such as fear, aggression, hate, and 

disgust, and that these emotions would presumably bring us closer to an embodied experience.  

For example, it is difficult to imagine an experience of disgust without a body.  One essay on 

horror that does speak somewhat to this affective-body relationship is “The Startle Effect:  

Implications for Spectator Cognition and Media Theory,” by Robert Baird.  Noting the 

widespread phenomenon of “startling” at certain moments in certain horror films – a 

phenomenon that has been known to exist in relation to horror films at least as far back as 

Dracula (Tod Browning, 1931) – Baird suggests that this reflex has had little critical attention 
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paid to it because it is assumed to be a “dumb,” involuntary response that requires no further 

explanation.  He proceeds to consider carefully the formal characteristics of texts that give rise 

to effective startles, but he also advances the thesis that the startle effect can be accounted for 

partly through cognitive science.  He adds that to point to “nature” and claim that certain 

responses are “hardwired” is not necessarily to deny that they can be, simultaneously, the 

product of culture (21).  That is, the fact that an embodied response may be in some sense 

“innate” does not render it unanalyzable, as Baird demonstrates with his analysis of some of 

the jump scares in Alien.   

In commenting on the startle effect, Baird claims approaches to horror, at least within 

the humanities, have tended towards social determinism.  That is, the affect of horror in 

response to the genre films is presumed to be the result of social and cultural learning, with the 

further presumption that any pleasure taken in such an experience must be accounted for.  

Hence many studies of horror – such as Nöel Carroll’s Philosophy of Horror, Clover’s Men, 

Women and Chainsaws:  Gender in the Modern Horror Film, Isabel Pinedo’s Recreational Terror:  

Women and the Pleasures of Horror Film Viewing, and numerous of essays in the anthology The 

Dread of Difference:  Gender and the Horror Film, not to mention Robin Woods’s seminal “An 

Introduction to the American Horror Film” – have been explicitly concerned with identifying, 

labeling and explaining, via a number of different theoretical frameworks, the emotions 

experienced by genre audiences.  As Matt Hills observes:  “All such theories. . . appear to 

proceed from the basic notion that horror’s pleasures stand in need of explanation” (2).  Hence 

much of horror criticism has presumed that the emotions of horror are a problem to be 

theorized, accounted for, and in some cases, justified.   
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Inasmuch as this literature has attempted to analyze the emotional experiences derived 

from the genre, perhaps it has tended more towards phenomenology than have studies of 

science fiction.  Even so, this focus on emotion seldom acknowledges the embodiedness of 

emotion, or even the sensations that are concomitant with emotion.  While it is true that 

emotion and sensation are distinguishable phenomena, they are nevertheless interdependent, 

just as both are likewise interdependent with cognitive processes.  It is apparent to me that 

sensory experience has been the odd-man out, almost entirely neglected while cognitive and 

emotional dimensions of genre experience have been privileged.  Thus, when I point to the 

interdependence of emotion and sensation, I do so not to deny the cognitive, but to restore 

sensation to the mix in a way that acknowledges the inextricability of emotion and embodied 

sensation.  Put another way, emotions are experienced in the body, not simply in the mind.   

To wit, an attempted explanation of the emotions that audiences are presumed to 

experience via the textual operation of the horror narrative does not suffice as an exploration 

of that experience.  Even Hills’s The Pleasures of Horror, which on its face seems to treat 

without judgment the “pleasures” experienced by consuming the horror genre, focuses on how 

fans use, interpret and classify horror narratives.  Indeed, Hills’s analysis of fan discourses 

emphasizes the cognitive operations by which fans rationalize away the possibility of fear or 

horror (78-87).  It is not my intention to dismiss such work, merely to reiterate that it is not the 

entire story when it comes to genre, that something essential seems to be missing.  Certainly, 

Hills delivers a powerful critique of previous work on the horror genre, beginning with the 

presumption that to take pleasure in the genre’s particular excesses requires neither 
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explanation nor justification.  I take inspiration from this stance to be sure, while using it to 

launch myself in quite another direction. 

  I have a similar scholarly relationship with Linda Williams’s much-cited essay “Film 

Bodies:  Gender, Genre and Excess.”  There can be no doubt of my indebtedness to Williams for 

the notion that a genre might be associated with certain bodily sensations; beyond this, 

however, there is a strong disparity between her theoretical approach and mine.  That is, 

Williams’s framework, despite the appearance of interest in embodiment, is completely 

grounded in the textual narrative.  She identifies three such “body genres” (pornography, 

melodrama, and horror in the form of the slasher subgenre) and associates them with three 

bodily functions represented in the text itself by a visual emission of fluids:  semen, tears, 

blood.  She then associates these bodily states with an analogous bodily experience expected in 

the film viewer.
5
  So far, so good – but Williams then turns to a rather traditional Freudian 

framework to explain how the narratives of these genres supposedly invoke bodily sensation, 

and the bodily foundation of psychoanalytic theory is, regrettably, presumed rather than 

explained in most applications to film theory.  Indeed, the body that is invoked by Williams 

abides very much within the filmic and psychoanalytic text.  Williams does suggest that the 

viewer experiences the sensations in their own body as they view a representation of those 

sensation (144), but the bulk of the essay itself is concerned with narrative formula as the 

cause.  The climax of these formulas is the outpouring of fluids on the screen, an outpouring 

that may be echoed in the viewer.  This may be an accurate description of the experience of 

some viewers, but the psychoanalytic explanation for it is less than convincing.  Despite the 
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potential of psychoanalysis as a phenomenology of the self, the classical version employed by 

Williams is largely drive-based and somewhat mechanistic (as opposed to intersubjective).   

 

Fantasy Movement 

 

 To conclude my review of existing literature on my sensational genres, I can add only 

some brief comments on the subject of “fantasy” film.  It is possible to consider “fantasy” a kind 

of umbrella term for any and all speculative narratives including science fiction and horror.  

Indeed, this is the implied meaning of Tzvetan Todorov’s work The Fantastic:  A Structural 

Approach to a Literary Genre; Todorov’s examples make it clear that he intends “fantastic” to 

encompass any narrative of an alternative reality, although these can then be classified under 

three sub-headings:  the uncanny, the marvelous and the “truly” fantastic.  In his Science Fiction 

Film, Telotte attempts to categorize three different types of sci-fi films according to this 

Todorov’s three labels, which again indicates the potential breadth of his concept of “the 

fantastic.”   However, there are films that are neither science fiction nor horror and which can 

broadly be identified in terms of fantasy.  These are films featuring elves, dwarves, dragons, 

magic, swords, and sorcerers, and so on.  In this sense, fantasy film has been neglected; some 

master lists of genres might not include it, or if it is included, it is barely considered.    

I consider these types of fantastic films an important consideration within my 

understanding of sensational genres, particular as these kinds of films, depicting alternative 

realities based upon magical or supernatural law, have seen something of a boom since the 

release of the LOTR trilogy.  Academic scholarship is only just beginning to respond, to assess 
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and analyze the unquestioned cultural impact of these films.  A recently published anthology 

titled The Lord of the Rings:  Popular Culture in Global Context contains one essay, “Sacred 

Viewing:  Emotional Responses to Lord of the Rings” by Anne Jerslev, studying the emotional 

responses of audience members upon viewing these films; however, this essay merely reports 

these emotional responses, categorizing them and comparing them to understandings of the 

sacred.  It does not probe further and therefore is of limited use in my project.  Another recent 

publication is Kristin Thompson’s The Frodo Franchise:  The Lord of the Rings and Modern 

Hollywood, which is a sophisticated case study of the production and reception of these films.   

Again, while this book contains much valuable information, it does not deal directly with any 

suggestions of embodied reception. 

 

Sound Matters 

 

To this point, I have concentrated on treatments of fantastic film that emphasize visual-

narrative themes, as this has arguably been focus of much of genre criticism.  Indeed, the 

relative neglect of embodiment is consistent with a relative neglect of those aspects of fantastic 

film that do not pertain to the visual representation of narrative.  Having said this, I will turn 

now to considerations of genre sound, where there has been some growth of interest recently.  

This growth is concomitant with the expansion of the broader field of sound studies, which of 

course encompasses the study of film sound.  Early writings on cinematic sound were 

preoccupied with the function of sound in supporting the illusory unity of the film (Doane 35), 

or with how sound technologies effected periodic interventions in history.  As with the subject 
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of genre, however, Altman has written a number of works that seek to overthrow the 

unbalance between the visual and the aural in considerations of film, even suggesting that a 

more properly historical view of sound practices can utterly transform film histories by 

transforming our understanding of what film is.
6
  Similarly, I would say it could transform our 

understanding of genres.  To carefully consider sound in a sci-fi film, for example, means that 

those images of outer space can never merely be images.  We do not have a silent outer space 

that is secondarily (and erroneously) accompanied by sound effects.  As experienced, the sound 

emanates from space – it is space.  (The absence of causal accountability to the laws of physics 

is literally immaterial.)   In the sci-fi genre, space sounds.  It must be interpreted in terms of 

sounds and images; not (empty) space plus things put into it, plus sounds.  We experience, 

simply, outer space in all its visual and aural richness.   

Quite beyond this, the move from vision to sound can motivate a change in the 

epistemological assumptions we make about film experience; as Don Ihde has noted, the shift 

of emphasis from vision to sound immediately suggests a more profound shift in method, one 

that moves away from the purely cognitive to the body.  Put another way, sound matters.  In 

phenomenological language, then, the objects of our experience do not “appear” or “sound” 

solely as themselves but in the context of their appearing.  A given shot may be interpreted 

narratively as “A spaceship, on its way to Planet X.”  Yet I may choose to see the subject of the 

presentation not as the spaceship, but as the entire scene including the space, the fullness of 

the ship and associated perceptions.  Perhaps an awesomely pink or purple planet delights my 

eyes and calls to my attention the somewhat dangerous possibility of a pink atmosphere 

touching my skin.  Perhaps the oscillations of the ship’s engines emanate, for me, from the 
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entire image.  According to Michel Chion, I do not hear these sounds as coming from anywhere 

but the image itself, and my experience of this sound is not as entering my ears but is located 

somewhere in my head (69).  I would take this one step further, however:  The sound is 

experienced, in fact, as located in my body.  The deepest registers of the ship’s engines are 

perceptible in my stomach and under my feet as well as in my ears.  My narrative assessment of 

this scene is certainly not discarded but neither is it my whole experience.  From my work with 

students and my research into the reception of sci-fi films, I am confident that we as viewers 

are anything but oblivious to this sensory richness; rather, our sedimented assumption is that, 

in a way, it is so obvious as to need no description.  Indeed, I have had my volunteers apologize 

to me for mentioning such “silly” and “shallow” observations, even after I have requested 

them.  

A current example of transformative work in genre sound is William Whittington’s 

Sound Design and Science Fiction, in which he argues for a revolutionary “break” in image-

sound relations, occurring in the late 1960s and 1970s.7  For Whittington, science fiction film 

represents a fertile space for innovation not only in terms of visual but also sonic spectacle, and 

the relations of image and sound to each other.  Moreover, he claims that these changes 

impacted film audiences generally, such that they came and have come to expect a visual-aural 

experience.  Philip Hayward agrees, “[I]t is significant to note the continuing association 

between big budget SF cinema and the development and showcasing of new audio 

technologies” (23). 

Horror is also something of a special case when it comes to sound.  There has some 

scattered argument to demonstrate the unique place of sound within fantastic genres, 
8
 and 
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there is a growing body of work dealing with genre music as a specific example of genre sound.  

K. J. Donnelly, (The Spectre of Sound:  Music in Film and Television), like Baird, considers the 

possibility of a direct (quasi-involuntary) physical response to certain musical tropes or sound 

effects in horror – for example, the “stinger” (6), a sudden crash of loud music (possibly 

combined with a sound effect) that is intended physically to jolt the audience, usually 

accompanied by a startling image.  This device is absolutely familiar and expected by horror film 

audiences, who walk into the theater knowing that at some point they are likely to have this 

experience. 

Donnelly considers such emotional and physical responses as aspects of the 

“manipulative” (Spectre 4) effect of film music, of which horror music is an intensified example.  

For example, he observes that horror film music has tended to incorporate modern, avant-

garde sounds deployed from the repertoire of modern, twentieth-century music, music which 

has otherwise been inaccessible to popular tastes.  While this use of modern composition styles 

has not been universally the case, this tendency has been unmistakable – in The Shining 

(Kubrick, 1980), Alien, in Texas Chainsaw Massacre (Hooper, 1974), in the films of John 

Carpenter and the film scores written for the Hammer horror movies by James Bernard 

(Donnelly, Spectre 102).  The devices and conventions of avant-garde music, which include 

atonal harmonies, an absence of accessible melody, plus abstract and dissonant instrumental 

sounds, are seen as a natural fit for horror (and, for similar reasons, science fiction), and 

although Donnelly does not say so directly, there is a possibility that the sensations and feelings 

aroused in the listener by this discordant music are not only physical but to some extent innate.  
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That is, there is a case to be made that responses to dissonance have a “natural,” embodied 

foundation.  (I will consider these claims in greater depth in Chapter Six).    

It should be noted that the use of atonality and dissonance in scoring has not been 

exclusive to horror.  In his introduction to Off the Planet:  Music, Sound and Science Fiction 

Cinema,9 Philip Hayward notes that “many contemporary Sci-Fi film scores also draw on the 

western film music tradition of expressing futurist/alien themes through use of dissonance 

and/or electronic sounds” (24).  This anthology includes essays concerning Akira Ikufube’s 

integration of western and indigenous Japanese music in his score for Gojira (Honda, 1954), the 

integration of electronic music in science fiction, and several essays on racial and gender-based 

discourses within scores for Star Wars, The Terminator (Cameron, 1984), Blade Runner, and The 

Matrix.  In other words, these essays focus without exception on historical-cultural and 

musicological analysis of specific film scores.   Still, it is clear that there have been identified 

certain conventions in film music for the representation of that which is alien, irrational, or 

fantastic.  Claudia Gorbman, too, was aware of the affinity between dissonance and certain 

genres of film, writing:  “It is surely not a coincidence that atonality makes its deepest inroads in 

suspense, horror and science fiction films, genres less marked by the classical dramaturgical 

canons of tragedy and comedy” (23).   

Donnelly finds the music of horror (and, I would add, sci-fi) to be “transparent”; that is, 

horror music reveals its functioning to an extent that sound in other genres does not (Spectre 

90).  In fact, Donnelly argues that, in the context of horror, music is virtually indistinguishable 

from sound effect, and that it has a uniquely manipulative role in these films.  The value of his 

work, for me, is in his substantive demonstration that horror sound functions on a level that is 
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non-rational, emotional and sensual.  Even so, I dispute his characterization of this process as 

“manipulative.”  While it may be true that horror music has a strong “effect/affect,” the use of 

the term “manipulative” invokes the specter of the rational mind overcome by dangerous 

sensation.  This is, again, a critical strategy that views the excesses of fantastic films as 

something to be explained, accounted for, justified – or failing these critical gestures, at the 

very least condemned. 

A further publication that takes up questions of sound in the context of genre, and 

perhaps advances claims of “transparency,” Uncanny Bodies:  The Coming of Sound Film and the 

Origins of the Horror Genre, by Robert Spadoni, is specifically concerned with the reception of 

the 1930s Universal horror classics Dracula and Frankenstein (Whale, 1931).  Acknowledging 

that, from the perspective of 2007, these films have often been judged as clunky, boring and 

unscary, Spadoni speculates on the reception of these films in 1931, placing them in the context 

of the transition to synchronized dialogue in Hollywood.  Spadoni argues that, because 

synchronized sound was so entirely new to audiences, they were momentarily hyperconscious 

of the filmic apparatus, reading certain sonic moments as uncanny and unnatural rather than 

real.  This in turn highlighted a perception of the filmic images as “ghostly,” an awareness that 

had not been present in film audiences since the earliest days of film.  In other words, the 

newness of the sonic apparatus reawakened consciousness of the visual apparatus, creating an 

“uncanny” effect.  There is evidence that for these audiences, some of Dracula’s vocalizations 

packed an eerie punch; however, this was an effect that waned very quickly.  Spadoni suggests 

that the makers of these initial two films, at least, were aware of this effect and deliberately 

employed it to scare their audiences.  This argument is based on some scraps of historical data 
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in which audience members expressed their appreciation of the eerie effect of synchronized 

dialogue in those early years.  Regrettably, apart from these few bits of evidence, the bulk of 

Spadoni’s argument is based on textual analysis.  

As the foregoing has hopefully demonstrated, a significant portion of my project will 

have much to do with revealing the importance of sound (including music) for genre audiences.  

Having established this, however, it should also be apparent that merely teasing out the 

presence of sound within these texts is necessary but not sufficient to address embodiment.  

That is, I do not wish merely to “fill in the blanks” as to the role of sound as a textual operation.  

As I hope has become clear, I intend to explore the reality of bodies-experiencing-films.  

Therefore, I am interested in evidence of audiences enjoying (or not enjoying) the sound or the 

music in a given film in such a manner that is not dependent upon or exceeds the narrative.  A 

musical phrase may be experienced as exciting, terrifying, or poignant in relation to the 

narrative event that it accompanies, but perhaps not in relation to narrative, perhaps simply as 

a response to the music itself.  To the best of my knowledge, no academic literature speaks to 

this possibility.  I would add that, currently, work on film music treats the music almost 

exclusively as text to be analyzed.  The study of film music nearly always resorts to a 

musicological vocabulary that has meaning to very few of those who hear the music in the 

context of experiencing a film.   

 The challenge of phenomenological description is to move beyond certain assumptions 

about what we perceive, and moreover, assumptions about the “real” nature of things.  We 

cannot be other than intentional creatures; despite, or perhaps because of this, our perceptions 

can be distorted by the sedimentations of thought, habit and experience.  Of course, one of the 
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sources of this sedimentation is culture.  Because of the hegemony of the Cartesian view of the 

world in which we are all perennial scientists peering through our microscopes, our perceptions 

can be channeled into the learned tendency to view the world around us as a range of objects 

to be distinguished, classified, and comprehended.  Conversely, the practice of phenomenology 

involves accepting our experiences as they unfold and learning how to apprehend them as 

embodied phenomena, but then to take this even further and generate some kind of 

potentially truthful statement about experience. 

Certainly, this is a different task than what we are typically called to perform in the 

process of understanding.  In the particular context of film reception, it runs counter to all our 

training.  We have all spent a lifetime learning how to “read” films as bearing narrative and 

visual information.  This is true as much of Richard  and myself, as it is of the scholars I have just 

discussed.  Yet, as Richard’s and my other consultants’ comments throughout this dissertation 

suggest, we are all capable of noticing and hinting at the embodiedness of our experience.   

 

Endnotes 

                                                
1
 I must acknowledge an apparent similarity between the fundamental purposes of 

structuralism and phenomenology.  It is perhaps no coincidence that, in the words of 

Claude Lévi-Strauss, structuralism searches for “invariant structures” as between 

cultures, while Husserl also spoke of finding “invariant structures” in experience.  

Despite this admitted similarity of purpose, however, I would argue for a strong 

difference in outcomes.  First, there is a clear distinction between the methodological 

commitments of structuralism and phenomenology; indeed, phenomenology has 

evolved primarily as a critique of existing scientific disciplines, including linguistics and 

anthropology which are two cornerstones of structuralism.  In fact, anthropologists 

searching for a method more sensitive to the material experience of culture have turned 

to phenomenological-based methods.  Second, structuralism remains deeply committed 

to dualism, searching for universal dichotomies that reemerge in every culture (Lévi-

Strauss 42-43).  In the context of genre study, these dichotomies are generally found at 

the level of narrative themes rather than in the audience itself, even as it is implied that 

these narrative dichotomies are the source of audience satisfaction.   
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2
 I would suggest that the activity of categorization is innate to human beings, and that 

such categories, even with their logical flaws, will always have a descriptive use value.  

That is, even if it is impossible to defend with complete clarity the notion of genres as 

substantive categories, this does not mean that we should discard categorization 

altogether, as it does have some practical communicative benefit.  If I want to find The 

Matrix in a video rental store, I would consider the sci-fi section a good place to start, 

although it may turn out there is no sci-fi section, or that a particular store employee 

has decided that The Matrix is an action film and placed it accordingly. 

 
3
 The essentializing impulse (which also may be innate to human beings) within genre 

study therefore runs counter to the historical evidence and possibly even counter to the 

nature of storytelling itself.  By this, I mean that as much as a storyteller may set out to 

“play” with genre conventions, a significant component of such play may be variation.  

Moreover, there is no such thing as a story that is entirely identical to a previous story, 

however it may resemble it. 

 
4
 While I am anything but a naysayer on the descriptive power of the psychoanalytic 

tradition, I do have some reservations about the particular forms of it that have been 

frequently been applied in film and media studies.  As I have already suggested in 

Chapter Two, I believe that psychoanalytic models as deployed have been too-much 

connected to linguistic-structuralist models (i.e. Lacanian psychoanalysis).  There is a 

way for psychoanalysis to be both embodied and politically relevant, but this lies in 

schools of thought which have been rarely invoked in film studies. 

 
5
 This could be problematic in the context of the horror film; while we might come or cry 

relatively safely via our identification with some filmic character or situation, it is also 

presumed that we are safe from experiencing the same eviscerations or existential 

terrors depicted in the horror film. 

 
6
 In an essay in Sound Theory, Sound Practice, Altman suggests, based on his work in the 

history of sound technologies, that there were a number of different and competing 

ways of conceiving early cinema that run counter to our assumptions:  cinema as 

photography (114), cinema as vaudeville (116), cinema as radio (118), cinema as 

phonography (120) etc.  In another essay, “Moving Lips:  Cinema as Ventriloquism,” he 

argues that the sound track, far from being redundant as is often presumed, in fact 

renders the image track redundant.  Cinema is fundamentally a form of ventriloquism, 

with the sound track “speaking” as the film through otherwise lifeless images. 

 
7
 Beginning with Stanley Kubrick’s 2001:  A Space Odyssey (1968) and continuing to 

develop in films like THX 1138 (1971, George Lucas), Alphaville (1965, Jean-Luc Godard), 

La Jetée (1961, Chris Marker), and Fahrenheit 451 (1966, Francois Truffaut), this break is 

intimately connected both to the aesthetic experimentation of the French Nouvelle 
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Vague and the arrival of the “movie brats” in Hollywood:  George Lucas, Stephen 

Spielberg, Francis Ford Coppola, and others.  It is at this time that we also see the rise of 

the “sound designers” Walter Murch and Ben Burtt. The common denominator among 

all of these factors in the turbulent 1970s is, Whittington argues, science fiction film. 

 
8
 Or, as happens in Clover’s Men, Women and Chainsaws:  Gender and the Horror Film, 

the subject of horror sound is treated in a paragraph (204), with a note that horror 

sound has been “scarcely theorized at all.” 

 
9
 This anthology is, along with Whittington’s work, the only book specifically dedicated 

to science fiction sound.  Apart from this, there are essays scattered throughout 

anthologies on film music – for example, James Buhler’s essay on the music of Star Wars 

in the anthology Music and Cinema. 
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