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Introduction

It is a common observation, that objects which in the reality would
shock, are in tragical, and such like representations, the source of a
very high species of pleasure. This taken as a fact, has been the cause
of much reasoning.

(Edmund Burke)'

[T]he audience knows what they’re coming to see, they've paid their
six bucks. They’re saying, ‘Okay Mr. Barker . .. or okay, Mr. Cronen-
berg, okay, Mr. Lynch, or whoever the director is, horrify me.

(Clive Barker)?

THE PARADOX OF FEAR: I’'M AFRAID, THEREFORE I ENJOY

Can fear be pleasurable? In February 1949 the director Alfred Hitchcock
publishes an article in which he raises this extraordinary question. Writ-
ing in the magazine Good Housekeeping, of all publications, Hitchcock
tackles the matter in an amusing and anecdotal way: “I was discussing this
point with an old friend not long ago. ‘Fear,” he said, ‘is the least pleasant
of all emotions. I experienced it when I was a boy, and again during both
wars. I never want my children to experience it. I think it entirely possible,
if T have anything to say about it, that they’ll live their entire lives and never
know the meaning of the word.” ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘what a dreadful prospect!’
My friend looked at me quizzically. ‘I mean it,’ T went on. ‘The boys will
never be able to ride a roller coaster, or climb a mountain, or take a mid-
night stroll through a graveyard. And when they’re older’—my friend is a
champion motorboat racer—*there’ll be no speedboating for them.” “What
do you mean?’ he asked, obviously offended. “Well, now, let’s take the
speedboat racing, for instance. Can you honestly tell me that the sensation
you get when you cut close to a pylon, or rough water, with a boat riding
close on one side and another skidding across in front of you, is anything
but fear? Can you deny that a day on the water without fear, without that
prickly sensation as the short hairs on your neck rise, would be an utter
dead failure? It seems to me that you pay lots of money a year for fear. Why
do you want to deny it to your sons?” ‘I’d never thought of it quite that way,’
he said. And he hadn’t. Few people have. That’s why my statement, made in
all sincerity, that millions of people every day pay huge sums of money and
go to great hardship merely to enjoy fear seems paradoxical.”’
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Can fear be pleasurable? Answering this unusual question will be the
purpose of the approximately 300 pages that follow. Why do we, at times,
deliberately and voluntarily expose ourselves to what seems to be a nega-
tive emotion—an emotion that we desperately wish to avoid in everyday
life? How can we even think of spending our precious leisure time by driv-
ing to a movie theater and watch a film entitled, say, The Texas Chainsaw
Massacre (1974)? Why pay at the multiplex box-office to be frightened and
shocked by a movie that promises the Dawn of the Dead (2004), let alone
The Evil Dead (1981)? Behind these questions lies the basic paradox that I
will deal with in this study. I call it the paradox of fear.

Hitchcock was certainly not the first who pondered the question of plea-
surable fear. The vexing character of the paradox can be gauged from its
long tradition. Some 1,600 years ago, St. Augustine asked a very similar
question in his Confessions.* Yet it was particularly during the 18 century
that the problem created heated debates. Philosophers and aestheticians
were interested in the question why sublime nature—enormous Alpine
mountains, impenetrable forests, gaping gorges—could be an enjoyable
spectacle. The most notable contributions were those of Edmund Burke
in A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origins of our Ideas of the Sublime
and Beautiful (1757) and Immanuel Kant in his Critique of the Power of
Judgment (1790).5 But the discussion also revolved around the pleasures of
tragic and sorrowful stage plays, as can be judged from David Hume’s “Of
Tragedy” (1757) and Friedrich Schiller’s “On the Reason Why We Take
Pleasure in Tragic Subjects” (1792).¢ Last but not least, numerous authors
like Joseph Addison (“Why Terrour and Grief are Pleasing to the Mind
when Excited by Descriptions”, 1712) or John and Anna Laetitia Aikin
(“On the Pleasure Derived From Objects of Terror”, 1773) were struck more
specifically by terror and horror in works of art: in literature, on stage,
in painting.” They put their astonishment in oxymoronic expressions like
‘terrible joy,’ ‘pleasing horror,” ‘terreur agréable,” ‘schaudervolles Ergotzen’
and ‘angenehmes Grauen.’ I will refrain from rephrasing their arguments
in detail—not only because the interested reader might pick up Carsten
Zelle’s excellent studies, but also because these 18" century analyses hail to
us from pre-cinematic times and therefore do not take into account what
is different in terms of the medium of film and its place of reception, the
movie theater.® The pleasurable frightening situation inside the cinema,
however, is precisely what interests me here.

Undeniably, in Hitchcock’s wake a number of authors have—explicitly
or implicitly—sought for the function of frightening movies and even set
out to solve the present conundrum. Noél Carroll, for one, has devoted an
important and highly controversial book to what he calls the “paradox of
horror.” Yet Carroll’s approach is only moderately convincing. First, by
arguing that the viewer’s main pleasure derives from the satisfaction of cog-
nitive interest in the impossible being of the monster and the fascintation
for the narrative’s gradual process of disclosing, discovering and proofing
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the monster’s existence, Carroll overemphasizes the cognitive pleasure and
thus overintellectualizes a rather somatic experience. Second, by maintain-
ing that the emotion of art-horror—a commingling of fear and disgust—is
unpleasant and merely the price to be paid for the pleasure of satisfied inter-
est, Carroll both denigrates the viewer’s emotional experience and situates
pleasure outside of fear. Both arguments are counterintuitive. Hence there
are good reasons for a new attempt in tackling the paradox of fear.

Because this study focuses on the U.S. and Hollywood movies, it does
not help much to solve the paradox by taking into account the current
cultural climate in the United States. Sociologists, political scientists, his-
torians, media scholars and at least one filmmaker—Michael Moore in
Bowling for Columbine (2002)—have concluded that Americans have
for some time been living in a “culture of fear.”!® None of these scholars
considers the situation healthy. None of them is particularly fond of fear.
None of them believes that—against the backdrop of a society that is,
across-the-board, safe and secure—the proportions of fear are adequate
and rational. Peter N. Stearns, known as historian of emotions, locates
this upsurge of fear within the time span of the last three decades. What
are the reasons? On the one hand, “[t]Joo many Americans have developed
unrealistic hopes for a risk-free existence, and as such are open to excessive
reactions when risk intrudes and to excessive worries about risks that may
not eventuate,” Stearns informs us.!! As a result, there is a growing desire
for safety and protection against risks. On the other hand, precisely this
desire for safety and protection is capitalized on by various fearmongers
who use fear as a means to unworthy ends. They manipulate and exploit
their clienteles by evoking bleak scenarios and thus use fear as a political,
economic or legal tool.'"> Hence the answer to why Americans harbor so
many unnecessary fears is that power and money await those who tap into
moral insecurities and provide symbolic substitutes.!3> As a consequence,
many Americans were becoming easier to scare and ever more eager to
escape their fears.!

And yet: the American cinema of fear thrives and thrives. But why do so
many fearful Americans enjoy movies that scare them at the exact histori-
cal moment when they have more than enough of it in everyday life? On the
face of it, America’s culture of fear makes the puzzle even more striking.

MULTIPLE PLEASURES: NO PARADOX AFTER ALL?

Then again, some theorists have raised doubts if frightening movies involve
a paradox at all. Matt Hills, for instance, rejects the idea that asking “Why
horror?” could open up a conundrum since this would imply essentializing
the genre by declaring scariness as the generic characteristic.” But why
should we want to reduce horror movies to the experience of fear, if there
are so many other pleasures to be gained? And if there are so many other
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pleasures, Hills suggests, why should watching horror movies be paradoxi-
cal? Indeed, distinguishing between a film’s function (as the more general
use-value) and the pleasure it generates (as one specific function), we have
to admit that the horror film and its sister-genre the thriller not only fulfill
various functions but also generate diverse pleasures. One reason is the
filmmakers’ active interest: in order to sell the same film to two or more
audiences, a variety of pleasures and other functions are planted into the
movie. As a consequence, there may be no ultimate essence to the pleasures
of film viewing. Cinematic pleasures are dispersed and depend on film,
genre, viewer, and cultural and historical context.!® In this study I neither
intend to present a grand theory about filmgoing in general nor do I want
to fix the quintessential pleasures and functions of specific genres. A movie
may be worthwhile for many reasons.

Think of information and knowledge: The fact that we can obtain
information and learn from the movies not only goes for documentaries
or sophisticated fiction films. Although frightening films often cannot be
taken at face value, these films can nevertheless satisfy epistemophilia—our
desire for knowledge—Dby creating vivid impressions of unknown places,
times and works of art aesthetically. For instance, we can acquire socio-
logical insights of how other classes or groups of society live. Examples
comprise the Amish in Peter Weir’s thriller Witness (19835), rural America
(Signs, 2002), the lower class (Henry—Portrait of a Serial Killer, 1986), the
young urban elite in a ‘yuppie-horror movie’ like Basic Instinct (1992), life
in the projects (Candyman, 1992) or campus culture (Scream 2, 1997). And
what about adaptations from other art forms, most notably literature? The
film versions of Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992) by Francis Ford Coppola and
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1994) by Kenneth Branagh tell us about and
interpret classic novels.

But cinema can also function as a place for acquiring (sub-)cultural capi-
tal in Pierre Bourdieu’s sense—that is, as a means of social distinction.”
Discussing a David Fincher thriller around the water cooler helps those
who have seen the movies to distinguish themselves from the rest. Another
way of acquiring social recognition is the consumption of films which are
taboo for a certain age group or might be considered as a test of cour-
age (like R-rated horror movies). The one who has managed to see these
films stands out from the group due to an act of social transgression that
defies authority.'® Moreover, the display of connoisseurship allows fans to
demarcate the boundaries of the ‘in-group’, separating fans from non-fans,
long-term aficionados from newcomers. Stressing media literacy, education
and knowledge of the genre by pointing out intertextual allusions, previ-
ous work done by the auteur-director or recognizing the craftsmanship of
special effects, sets those viewers apart.’’

Watching frightening films certainly comprises the satisfaction of sco-
pophilia. Think of ‘gazing’ at star performances such as Brad Pitt in Seven
(1995) or watching good-looking, often highly eroticized people on the
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screen more generally; the stunning bodies in slasher films like I Know
What You Did Last Summer (1997) come to mind. But pleasure of looking
also involves the sight of well-crafted special effects: the convincing evoca-
tion of the monster via CGI (The Lost World: Jurassic Park 2, 1997) or
hand-made (Hellraiser, 1987), the stunning depiction of violence (e.g., the
famous decapitation scene in The Omen, 1976) or the creation of unknown
worlds (Alien 3, 1992).

Moreover, pleasure might come from hermeneutic activity. Think of
intertextual comparisons, ad-hoc interpretations and evaluations. An
informed viewer will likely have fun following the allusions and drawing
comparisons to other films while watching self-reflexive movies like Wes
Craven’s New Nightmare (1994) and Scream (1996). Or she may find it
pleasurable to interpret Clarice Starling (Jodie Foster) in The Silence of the
Lambs (1991) as a feminist heroine and evaluate the movie Virus (1999) as
a trashy version of Goethe’s poem “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice.”

There are more pleasures to be gained from frightening films if we think
of aesthetic experience more narrowly defined—for instance the pleasure
of cognitive and emotional self-expansion, imaginary role-play and self-
fashioning.?® Through an act of transfer of personal thoughts, emotions
and body schemas the viewer concretizes and completes the characters and
worlds offered by the film. The spectator transcends his or her own limited
identity and can thus pleasurably stage himself or herself as someone else
and somewhere else for a short period of time. In a terrifying movie like
The Silence of the Lambs this not only comprises the heroine Clarice Star-
ling, but also the fascinating and horrendous serial killer Hannibal Lecter
(Anthony Hopkins). In fact, it necessarily comprises all the characters pres-
ent in the film. Employing Nietzsche’s concept of power-as-pleasure, Daniel

Figure I.1 Pinhead (Doug Bradley), the fascinating monster in Hellraiser.
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Shaw claims that the horror spectator derives a feeling of self-empowerment
by siding with the immensely powerful villain and the awesome havoc that
he (or she) wreaks as well as the eventual triumph of the final girl (or boy)
and the death and destruction of the villain.*! Through imaginary role-play
the viewer can have it both ways: empathy with the devil and satisfaction
from the victim’s victory.

Hence it would be blatantly reductive to restrict the aesthetic experi-
ence of frightening films to the aspect of emotion and the body. On the
other hand, aesthetic experience certainly does involve sensory and sen-
sual aspects. Particularly talking about the pleasure of fear without talk-
ing about the body and the way we experience it would certainly be an
odd endeavor. Conceding that there are numerous pleasures to be gained
from and functions fulfilled by frightening movies does not help to find an
answer to the aesthetic paradox at the heart of my investigation. Let me
underscore: unlike Hills and others who talk about the pleasures of horror,
I do not ask for the function of one specific genre but for the pleasure of
fear more generally. My guiding question is not: what functions do certain
genres fulfill? But rather: what pleasures does the viewer gain from experi-
encing types of cinematic fear like horror, shock, dread or terror?

If we approach the problem from this angle, the essentializing tendency
vanishes. We do not have to stipulate one single overarching function (like
scaring the audience), but can concede a multiplicity of pleasures. What
still remains unanswered, is the question how we derive pleasure from the
fearful engagement with the movie. Studying the pleasure of cinematic fear
implies, then, the deliberate disregard of other aspects of movie-going, since
these aspects cannot answer the paradox. This also goes, incidentally, for
such common affective responses as disgust and laughter, which are both
largely ignored here even though being grossed-out is the central experience
of splatter movies such as Sam Raimi’s The Evil Dead. And laughing is a
central response to a horror comedy like the same Raimi’s Army of Dark-
ness (1992).

WHY NOT CATHARSIS? THE INADEQUACIES
OF A FUZZY CONCEPT

But why not simply refer to the concept of catharsis and leave it at that?
When it comes to the viewer’s body, the emotion of fear and a certain plea-
sure that goes along with it, the concept of catharsis could be an obvious
choice. Most commentators agree that the body plays a crucial role in Aris-
totle’s puzzling formulations from the Poetics. When he describes the func-
tion of tragedy as the stimulation of eleos and phobos and the subsequent
purging or purification of these affects, he implies that a bodily transfor-
mation is brought about. The most widespread and popular interpretation
therefore proposes a medical cure from (negative) emotions.?> The emotions
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are intensified and then removed or discharged so that the viewer will expe-
rience, at the very least, a feeling of relief—which is pleasurable. Moreover,
when Aristotle notes that tragedy is supposed to be “effecting through pity
and fear” the riddance of these emotions, he explicitly talks about the very
emotion in question here.??

However, even if the invocation of both the body and the emotion of fear
could make catharsis an obvious candidate, the concept has a number of
disadvantages. For one, catharsis remains not only one of the oldest but also
one of the most frequently interpreted aesthetic concepts—in other words,
a rather fuzzy concept. Moreover, while it is a staple rhetorical strategy to
invoke catharsis in connection with the cinema of fear, the concept is often
thrown into the debate like a bone the readers have to chew on, but the
question what becomes purged from what and how is rarely answered.?
While many commentators agree that Aristotle saw catharsis as the main
purpose of tragedy, to my knowledge no one claims the same for frighten-
ing films; catharsis always remains an ancillary argument.?’

But even if the concept was used in more than a supplementary fash-
ion, it would still carry with it #hree major problems. First, there is the
negative weight catharsis—at least in the sense of purgation—puts on
emotions. The idea that we are in need of being purged or cleansed from
specific emotions not only perpetuates the age-old prejudice against emo-
tions, pervading our everyday language and dominating the philosophy
of art from Plato through Augustine and Rousseau to Adorno. It also
runs counter to my intuitive understanding of aesthetic pleasure. This
is particularly true for the movie theater, a place that we visit primar-
ily not in order to get rid of our emotions, but precisely to experience
the lived-body transformations that are characteristic of being emotional.
This study will show that this also goes for seemingly negative emotions
like horror or shock.

The ambivalent view on emotions implicit in the concept of catharsis
runs back to its origins in Aristotle’s Poetics. Aristotle used the concept in
order to defend tragedy against the political attacks from Plato (even if he
never mentions him straightforwardly). Plato believed that tragedy numbs
the wakefulness of reason by exciting irrational emotions—and therefore
poses a threat to the community. In order to elevate tragedy and save it
from Plato’s reproaches, Aristotle cunningly argued that even though trag-
edy elicits pity and fear, it does so in order to eventually get rid of these
harmful effects. In other words, with the concept of catharsis art becomes
the sewer through which our emotional dirt can be dumped. This clever
tactical maneuver might have defended tragedy as a whole, but it was a stab
in the back of its main emotions.

A second aspect that strikes me as untenable vis-a-vis the cinema of
fear—a point closely related to the first—is the fact that catharsis seems
to be focused solely on the end of the experience: the feeling of relief after
the negative pent-up emotions were discharged. Raising this issue begs the
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question of the temporal distribution of pleasure in frightening movies: does
pleasure occur only after the emotion has vanished or already during the
emotion? If catharsis were the pleasurable telos, we would have to endure
an entire unpleasant film (or a series of literally horrible scenes) simply to
feel the pleasure of relief at the end. Of course, one could argue that the
film gives numerous small, episodic forms of catharsis at the end of each
intense scene. Nevertheless, this would imply that we had to go through a
negative experience every single time in order to arrive at a positive, plea-
surable feeling of relief. Does this negative-positive arithmetic concur with
the experience of frightening movies? I doubt it.

It is more likely that for many viewers there is a double pleasure in both
bodily transformations: the transformation of the excitation and the sub-
sequent change back to a less agitated experience. Our bodily experience is
transformed to and fro, and most viewers enjoy both changes. In order to
make this point more tangible, think about phenomena like bungee jump-
ing or rollercoaster rides. Do we enjoy the free fall from the bridge and
the speedy ride in the rollercoaster racing up and down the tracks? Or is it
merely the joyful moment of relief after the frightening experience is over?
I think both moments are pleasurable (albeit in different ways). These con-
stant pleasurable ups and downs of emotions in a temporal form of art like
film are precisely the reason why the rollercoaster is not only a convincing
analogy but also recurs as a fitting metaphor in discourses about somatic
types of movies (think of the discussion about action movies). But if the
agitation of horror, shock, dread or terror is indeed pleasurable itself, there
is no need to talk of catharsis with its anti-emotional connotations. We do
not need to be purged or cleansed from something we enjoy.

This takes me to my third and final argument against catharsis. Norbert
Elias has argued that in civilized societies emotions and affects have their
place in culturally legitimized and clearly defined social spaces like sport
arenas or movie theaters. In a modern twist on Aristotle, Elias asserts that
within these clearly defined boundaries watching a soccer game, a movie or
some other culturally acceptable social practice allows the discharge of oth-
erwise controlled and repressed affects.?® Some theorists took this model
a step further and assumed that the spectator thus can get rid of a surplus
of emotions. This idea of emotional surplus presupposes that our advanced
modern world forces us to accumulate ever more emotions and tensions
that for some reason cannot be discharged—until, just like a pumped-up
tire, we are about to burst if the safety-valve is not opened. The emotion
theory of Thomas Scheff is a case in point: “Because of the almost continu-
ous interference with discharge, both by others and by one’s own learned
reflexes, most individuals accumulate massive amounts of repressed emo-
tion, bodily tension which is always present but usually not recognized.”?’
For our own health it is necessary to get rid of these bodily tensions and
emotions. Otherwise the clarity of our thoughts and perceptions would be
impaired. But is this really the case?
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It is not difficult to see Freud’s economic and mechanistic concept of
drive reduction and tension discharge at work here. Freud’s idea of the
pleasure principle maintained that the basic movement of the living organ-
ism’s psychic apparatus was toward an excitationless state of quiescence or
at least toward a constant low level of excitation. This “principle of con-
stancy” is achieved through tension reduction as well as avoidance of and
defense against everything increasing the quantity of excitation.?® Freud’s
ideal of a zero level of tension has been attacked from various sides. He
was, for instance, criticized for not taking into account the individual’s
stimulation-seeking nature: from birth on humans show an eagerness to
turn toward a variety of things in their environment; the sensory contact
with them is enjoyed and not experienced as disturbing excitation.?’ Hence
pleasure cannot be equated with a zero level of tension.

With this critique in mind, we may ask whether the cathartic principle
of reducing tensions and emotions to a minimum can still be vindicated.
The idea of tension reduction or emotional discharge stands in opposition
to many of our most cherished experiences at the movies. Often watching a
film does not reduce our tension or cleanse us from our passions. We often
leave the cinema agitated, angry, aroused or afraid. Far from condemning
these experiences as an unpleasant turmoil, we frequently consider those
films the best. After a touching melodrama we experience an almost physi-
cal yearning for true love. After what one could call ‘rage films>—films
depicting blatant injustice or crass brutality against innocent people—we
are often irritated far beyond the level of emotional equilibrium. Maybe
the most effective prove that catharsis is not a valid concept for each and
every film comes from a genre that is even more despised than horror. The
concept of catharsis as a general constituent of aesthetic experience found-
ers on the rock of pornography. The most important function of porn is to
arouse. However, it is not the film itself that can cleanse us from our desire:
it can only become a means to this end. Emotions, passions, affects are
often not erased but enhanced. The same goes for frightening movies.

Sometimes the notion of catharsis merely implies a return to a less agi-
tated state: a feeling of closure after an emotional turmoil. This is fair
enough. But even this watered-down concept of catharsis is inconsistent
with many film experiences. The most powerful movies manage to leave us
afraid (or at least uneasy) after we have turned off the TV or entered our car
to drive back from the theater. By denying full narrative closure and leaving
the end open many contemporary filmmakers reveal that this is a goal they
deliberately aim at.’° Think of the surviving monster or psychopath in films
like Halloween (1978), The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Henry—Portrait of
a Serial Killer or The Silence of the Lambs: Michael Myers, Leatherface,
Henry and Hannibal Lecter are not dead or behind safe prison bars, but
still haunt the imaginary streets—and possibly our imagination. Or con-
sider the unsolved mysteries at the end of Evil Dead, Lost Highway (1997),
Rosemary’s Baby (1968) or The Blair Witch Project (1999). Is Rosemary’s
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baby really the incarnation of the antichrist the Satanist conspirators longed
for? And is there a rational explanation for the death of the three filmmak-
ers, or were they killed by the ominous Blair witch? These questions remain
open, as does the door through which these films may return and disturb
us. Hence it is quite apposite that at the very end of House of 1000 Corpses
(2003) we get to see the traditional insert “The End”—only to realize that
after a short moment a question mark is added: “The End?”

When we go to the movie theater we do not get rid of a surplus of accu-
mulated repressed emotions hoarded in our inner store room. This is the
case simply because emotions cannot be stored in the first place—hence no
need to discharge them. What we look for are the very emotions that the
process of civilization through its leveling of emotions and affects denied
us and what the process of modernization through its control of public
crises and threat situations has relieved us of (see Chapter 8).3! The cinema
works as an efficient social institution that counterbalances the emotional
and somatic lack (not surplus) within the disembodied culture of advanced
modernity. Hence Norbert Elias writes: “what people seek in their mimetic
leisure activities is not release from tension but, on the contrary, a specific
type of tension, a form of excitement often connected | . . . | with fear, sad-
ness and other emotions which we would try to avoid in ordinary life.”32
With Nietzsche, who famously exclaimed that art is “the great stimulant of
life,” and against most catharsis theorists I therefore want to stress a differ-
ent function: I consider the cinema of fear not a purgative but a tonic.3

THE RETURN OF EMOTIONS:
COGNITIVISM, DELEUZE AND PHENOMENOLOGY

Until recently, focusing on the pleasures of a cinematic emotion like fear
would have been an eccentric undertaking. Emotions and affects—as well
as bodily experiences more generally—were long neglected in film studies.
In the 1990s this situation began to change: emotions and bodily experi-
ences became a new field of research for a number of dissatisfied film schol-
ars. The most interesting and prolific work on emotionality, sensuality and
carnality comes from three directions: cognitivism, Deleuzian theory and
phenomenology. In the following I will present a number of reasons why I
do not subscribe to the cognitivist or the Deleuzian approaches. Stressing
the differences also helps to put my own method, phenomenology, into
sharper relief.

In the 1990s cognitivists like Noél Carroll, Torben Grodal, Carl Plant-
inga, Greg M. Smith, Murray Smith, and Ed Tan (to name but a few) were
the first who meritoriously brought the nexus between film and emotion
back on the agenda.’* Their key assumption is: emotions involve cogni-
tions. Apart from a bodily feeling (a) and an object to which the person
is intentionally directed (b), there must be a thought, belief, evaluation,
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or judgment involved that connects a) and b). This cognition bridges, as
it were, the gap between the object and the feeling. According to Carroll,
the purpose of emotions for the overall effect of the film is twofold. First,
emotions operate like “glue”, “rivets” or “cement” which attach the view-
ers to the film and keep them engaged. The emotions are responsible for the
interest the viewer takes in the characters and the narration. Second, emo-
tions organize perception. They work as a spotlight guiding the viewer to
important narrative aspects. It is the filmmaker who directs this activity: he
or she structures or pre-focuses filmic emotions for the viewer—an aspect
that distinguishes fictional works from real life.*

For this purpose the filmmaker uses stylistic and narrative devices. The
cognitivist film scholar concentrates on these devices and asks: how are
stimuli such as genre convention, mise-en-scéne, sound, film music, edit-
ing pace, camera framing and movement, acting style and facial expres-
sion causally related to emotional reactions? The cognitivist typically
takes a scene, a whole film or even a genre and looks at how emotional
responses are generated—or as the cognitivists tend to say: ‘elicited,” ‘cued’
or ‘activated.

When it comes to the experience of those reactions, however, the descrip-
tion remains one-dimensional (if it exists at all). It is here that I find the
major shortcoming of the cognitivist camp. Carroll’s analysis of the ‘emo-
tive address’ of genres, for instance, states that melodramas generally elicit
pity and admiration, and horror films evoke fear and disgust. But how
these emotional experiences of pity or fear might feel like for the viewer
and what pleasures they yield remains a secret. Although Carroll argues
that cinematic emotions involve bodily states and phenomenological “qua-
lia” he never describes them.?* And even Carl Plantinga’s recent book Mov-
ing Viewers—an impressive step away from orthodox cognitivism toward
a more body-centered perspective—fails to live up to its subtitle’s promise
to tell us something about “the spectator’s experience.”

To be sure, refuting the cognitivist research agenda is not my point
here. In fact, the cognitivists have generated the most comprehensive body
of research in terms of cinematic emotions so far—insights that more
than occasionally serve as a springboard for my own argument. In many
ways the interests and goals of cognitivism and phenomenology are not
oppositional but complementary: While the cognitivists try to explain
why we feel certain emotions (and therefore focus on explanation), phe-
nomenology is interested in how we feel them (and thus specializes on
description). My point is simply that in order to arrive at a conclusion
about the pleasures of fearful cinematic emotions, we have to take the
viewer’s emotional experience into account—an experience accessible
only via first-person descriptions.

A more recent approach to cinematic “affects” and “sensations” is the
one that follows in the wake of philosopher Gilles Deleuze. Attempts can
be found, for instance, in studies by Steven Shaviro, Barbara M. Kennedy
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or Anna Powell.’” Again, there is much to be lauded in their approach: the
idea of film as an event that is a becoming-in-movement rather than a static
being which represents; that confronts us with an enveloping reality at once
actual and virtual rather than as an illusion; that has a sensory immediacy
which enables somatic experiences like kinaesthesia or hapticity rather
than remaining a disembodied mental phenomenon; that is always per-
ceived synaesthetically rather than discretely by the disjointed senses of
seeing and hearing; that necessitates a revalorization of aesthetics and thus
sets it apart from anti-aesthetic psychoanalysis and psychosemiotics . . .
In many respects the Deleuzian approach runs parallel to my project then.
However, there are reasons why this is not a Deleuzian study.

While one might start by rebuking the opaque, almost hermetic lan-
guage of the Deleuzians, the problem for my intent lies in the origins and
the use of their highly metaphoric language. When Deleuze and his adher-
ents import scientific concepts from biology, neurophysiology, physics and
engineering—concepts like stimuli, excitation, vibration, pulsation, atoms,
energy, resonance, organism, neuronal network, and molecularity—they
sound much like empiricists.*® This would suggest a scientific understand-
ing of the physiological body that can be objectively analyzed and mea-
sured. The various hints at vibrating nerves, the structure of the cortex or
the spinal cord imply as much. At the same time, Deleuzians claim that they
have something to say about the somatic aspect of aesthetic experience.
This, in turn, would imply a phenomenological body whose experiences
can be described. But despite the continuous hints at the viewer’s experi-
ence, it is never explored in more than an impressionistic manner.?* This is,
of course, part of the program. Barbara Kennedy, for one, negates what she
calls “phenomenology’s emphasis on subjectivity” and prefers “deperson-
alization” and a “subjectless subject” instead.*® An extended description
of the viewer’s experience would undercut or even contradict this position.
The Deleuzian account of affect as non-personal and desubjectified—as
traversing the subject—is unfortunate because too much is lost: how would
a Deleuzian account relate to a viewer who chooses or refrains from con-
suming horror films or thrillers?** Hence the talk of “depersonalization”
and the “subjectless subject” is opposed to an investigation of the pleasures
of fear, since pleasure is very much about the one who experiences it. In
fact, Barbara Kennedy discards the question of pleasure altogether.

Positioned somewhere in-between, the Deleuzians are neither scientific
nor phenomenological enough. Their studies are scattered with sentences
like “The use of light and shade, and saturated color stock, initially affects
the nerves of the eye, then spreads through the body’s neuronal network via
tonal vibrations.” Such sentences remain mere assertions not backed by
either causal explanations based on scientific research (as done by empirical
cognitivists) or experiential descriptions which can be intersubjectively ver-
ified or discarded (as done by phenomenologists). Often Deleuzians merely
claim (that) what in fact needs rigorous explanation (why) or description
(how). Not surprisingly, it has proven difficult for Deleuze’s followers to
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apply his theory of affects and sensations to concrete cinematic experi-
ences. Anna Powell’s book on horror is a case in point. Despite claiming
that “[h]orror’s affective force is a potent experiential process” and promis-
ing “to explore the sensory affect of horror film as experience”, her study
remains almost purely interpretive.* Just like Kennedy’s exuberant but
sketchy ekphrastic evocations of filmic encounters, Powell’s examinations
contain occasional gestures to Deleuze that are supposed to prove the rele-
vance—and truth—of Deleuze’s concepts, but neither Kennedy nor Powell
can put these concepts to concrete use for analysis. So far, the Deleuzian
approach to affects and the body has sparked one brilliant polemical inter-
vention that has helped to renew the interest in affects and body: Shaviro’s
The Cinematic Body. But to my knowledge an application that would tell
us something profound about the spectator’s somatic experience and its
concomitant pleasures is still lacking.

Hence the rue de Deleuze is not the road taken here. Instead I prefer
an option that has long proved its practicability: the phenomenological
approach. In Chapter 1 I will give a detailed account of what this method
implies. At this point I will restrict myself to some preliminary remarks.
Phenomenology is defined by its focus on lived experience. It is a descrip-
tive method that describes phenomena that are actually experienced—phe-
nomena that we have at least a certain awareness of while living through
them. However, in everyday life we often do not become aware of our own
awareness. While sitting in the movie theater watching a frightening film
I concentrate on what is happening in the filmic world. What I am not
aware of is the activity of watching the movie itself, nor am I consciously
attending to the pleasures this activity entails. If we want to find out about
the pleasures of fear, however, we need a method that is able to re-capture
these experiences. From its inception phenomenology aimed at broadening
and deepening our understanding of experience: “the common concern is
that of giving the phenomena a fuller and fairer hearing than traditional
empiricism has accorded them,” Herbert Spiegelberg notes.** Phenomenol-
ogy tries to uncover what is buried in habituation and institutionalization,
what is taken for granted and accepted as given, or what we have never been
fully aware of in the first place. In its focusing on the subjectively experi-
enced phenomenal or lived-body (the Leib)—as opposed to the objectively
analyzable physiological body (the Korper)—and its thematizing of experi-
ences of self and other, phenomenology will prove particularly suitable for
my purposes. Applied to the study of film first and foremost by Vivian Sob-
chack, phenomenology can help us reflect on the plethora of aspects that
define our fearful encounter with movies: the emotionalized body, the cin-
ematic surroundings, the threatening film, the captivated co-viewers . . . %
My project therefore takes a road barely traveled in film studies—a move
towards a thick phenomenological description of the pleasurable experi-
ence of frightening films.

Unfortunately, we cannot expect much help from the literature on scary
movies. Nor are there many studies on the emotional, sensual, carnal
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experience of the movies to be found elsewhere in film studies. Given that
the body plays such an important role in any emotional cinematic experi-
ence, there is still a substantial deficit in academic discourse. Scholars like
Sobchack or Shaviro have eloquently and forcefully lamented this absence.*
This lack is particularly astonishing when it comes to the cinema of fear.
Since film studies has counterintuitively preferred interpretive methods (and
hence searched for meaning and investigated the politics of representation),
the experiential level of frightening films has largely been ignored. To be
sure, approaching the paradox of fear from an experiential standpoint does
not deny this semantic dimension. This would be an absurd undertaking, at
the very least because it would imply to discredit almost all the literature.
As Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht has pointed out, aesthetic experiences oscillate
between a presence-dimension and a meaning-dimension, between expe-
riential and semantic levels. Depending on the aesthetic object one aspect
is more prevalent than the other. Compare music and reading: while the
former tends toward the presence-dimension, the latter is dominated by the
meaning-dimension.*” The same goes for the movies. A film by Jean-Luc
Godard usually does not foreground bodily excitement, whereas pornog-
raphy is seldom watched for meaning. This is not to say that porn movies
cannot be interpreted; nor do I imply that Godard does not work on an
experiential level. The same is true for the cinema of fear: While other
genres or modes might call for meaning-locating, one must not overlook
the experiential characteristics of frightening movies. On my way to answer
the paradox of fear I intend to give the experiential aspect the detailed look
which it was refused for the longest time.

Phenomenology can enlarge our capacities for conscious awareness,
refine our cultural sensorium and change our perspective on the world.
To say the very least, phenomenological descriptions enable an enrichment
of our experience by pointing out aspects of everyday life that are almost
too obvious to be noticed. It is an explicit aim of this study to create a
novel awareness of and a more fine-grained sensibility toward some hith-
erto neglected aspects of movie-going. In the best of all cases, my phenom-
enological investigations would enable an expansion and enrichment of the
cinematic experience by bringing into light what was previously left in the
shade. This is not trivial. As Richard Shusterman claims in respect to the
body, “If self-knowledge (rather than mere knowledge of worldly facts) is
philosophy’s prime cognitive aim, then knowledge of one’s bodily dimen-
sion must not be ignored.”*®

THE MULTIPLEX EXPERIENCE:
AN EMBODIED VIEWER INSIDE A THEATER

Focusing on experience implies that we stop treating films like de-contextu-
alized ‘texts,” but take them as events that take place in special environments.
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We should refrain from looking at frightening films as autonomous aes-
thetic products, but situate the embodied viewer within the spatial and
social surroundings of a specific site of exhibition. It obviously makes a
difference if we watch a film like The Strangers (2008) on a big screen in a
multiplex cinema—or on a tiny computer monitor, in the living room filled
with afternoon light or under circumstances that allow for numerous inter-
ruptions, alone at home or with dozens of anonymous co-viewers. How
we experience a film depends, of course, on where we experience it, with
whom as co-viewer and presented by what technology. In this study I will
concentrate on one specific viewing site as the place to experience scary
movies: the contemporary American multiplex. This implies the exclusion
of other types of cinema like the small art-house theater or the drive-in.
Nor do I describe the experience of private DVD or VHS consumption on
television screens and computer monitors. These various ways of looking,
hearing, and feeling are sufficiently diverse and complex not to be lumped
together. If we want to arrive at a clearer picture of the pleasures of fear,
we have to take into account the specific characteristics of the media and
reception surroundings. In Chapter 2 T will put this rallying call into prac-
tice by a phenomenological description of the multiplex theater.

The decision to limit myself to the medium of film consumed in the
reception surroundings of the multiplex was made deliberately. I am aware
that two counterarguments may be raised. First, there is the radical trans-
formation of the cinematic public sphere with its viewing-habits shifting
in the direction of the domestic space and its increased privatization of the
modes and venues of consumption. In 2007 the average American spent
13 hours in the movie theater, whereas the home viewing of prerecorded
VHS cassettes and DVDs took up 64 hours: private consumption sur-
passed public consumption by almost five times.* Second, critical voices
might call attention to the fact that movies are heavily dependent on their
revenues from sources other than the multiplex. On the U.S. market the
distribution cycle generally moves from the movie theater to pay-per-view
channels and video/DVD distribution to pay-TV and finally cable network
TV screenings.

I have three arguments for choosing the multiplex. First, in order to be
as precise and concise as possible I had to restrict my study to one viewing
surrounding rather than a variety of places. Second, even if the box office
revenues sometimes make up only a small percentage of the total turnover,
the first-run multiplex is still the decisive place for the success of a movie.
Generally, the more money a film makes at the box office, the more profit it
promises from later distribution sources. At the very least, then, the multi-
plex theater acts as a means for testing and promoting a movie for the video
and DVD release and setting its price for the sale to TV channels.

But this is certainly argued too defensively in light of the astonishing
renaissance of the cinema sector. Between 1971 and 2002 the number of
visitors per year rose from 820 million to 1639 million viewers.*® This
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renaissance is strongly connected to my third argument: I am convinced
that some types of film—frightening movies among them—reveal their full
aesthetic potential only in the multiplex cinema as their implied viewing
surrounding. I would take issues with critics who think that blockbuster
aesthetics are partially geared to home viewing on small screens and that
its dramaturgy is influenced by commercial breaks on TV. Instead, I argue
that the two most important technological novelties of the last decades—
digital sound and computer-generated images—Ilose most of their impact
if not seen inside the multiplex. The digital sound plays out its full effect
only in specially equipped movie theaters. And the success of digital spe-
cial-effects relies heavily on the big silver screen. Paradoxically, then, the
blockbuster does not make a movement towards the small screen (on which
a large share of the revenues depends), but looks as it does due to a reac-
tion away from the television set or computer monitor. This is why Con-
rad Schoeffter argues: “Television made cinema what it is today. The ride,
the immersive experience, the special effects and digital sound systems are
there because television has not got them.”! In a 2006 survey the Motion
Picture Association asked American viewers “What is the ultimate movie-
watching experience?” Sixty-three percent answered: “the theater.”?

DEFINING CINEMATIC FEAR:
HORROR, SHOCK, DREAD AND TERROR

A consensus about what exactly constitutes an emotion has yet to be
established among philosophers and psychologists. Are emotions a natu-
ral kind? Do ‘basic emotions’ like fear and disgust, ‘higher emotions’ like
guilt and shame as well as ‘emotion-like responses’ such as frustration
have enough family resemblance to belong to the same category? And
what about love, boredom, sexual desire, regret, worry or vengeance?
These longstanding questions are still up for debate, and it might well
turn out that there is no structural essence found in all instances of what
we ordinarily call an emotion.*> Depending on our philosophical or psy-
chological position, very different states acquire the name. If we are inter-
ested in facial expressions, surprise will be part of the emotion spectrum.
If we consider physiological reactions and the autonomous nervous sys-
tem the crucial elements of emotion, startle has to be included. And if we
stress the role of cognitions, interest turns out to be an emotion. In short,
emotions are very complex phenomena. In order to avoid oversimplifica-
tions of an intricate debate I will refrain from presenting a comprehensive
grand theory of emotions.

What I will introduce, however, is an account of one single emotion,
namely fear. This is a more modest intention, but a complicated endeavor
nonetheless. For one, fear is a broader category than we usually think; it
harbors a number of different if related phenomena. In everyday life there
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is fear of the dentist, fear of being mugged in an alley at night, fear of a
future terrorist attack, fear of thunderstorms, fear of the final exam at the
end of the semester, fear of dogs, fear of speaking in front of a large crowd
etc. These phenomena are directed towards diverse intentional objects—
objects that T am afraid of. But they also come with different experiences—
they do not exactly feel identical. In contrast to many cognitivist emotion
theorists T argue that we individuate types of fear not only according to
their appraised intentional objects (we not only think emotions), but also
according to their lived-body, temporal and intersubjective phenomenology
(we also experience emotions).

This is, of course, also true for the various shades of cinematic fear, fear
derived from an encounter with a film. In Chapters 3 to 7 I will show that
in the movie theater fear exists—not exclusively, but predominantly—in
five versions. Since canonical emotion terms may not do justice to the emo-
tions evoked by many films, it is necessary to come up with new or rarely
used ones to label those types of fear more accurately. T call them direct
horror, suggested horror, cinematic shock, cinematic dread and cinematic
terror (dread and terror are frightening versions of the larger category of
suspense). Since these five types are identical neither in terms of intention-
ality nor in terms of experience, they veer into different directions and
thus border on different emotions: shock is adjacent to surprise, horror to
disgust etc.’*

Hence the word fear functions as an umbrella term in my account. It
encompasses a number of emotional states that are sufficiently close to each
other as well as to prototypical fear in everyday life in order to deserve this
single name. Yet how do I define the category of fear? I suggest an encom-
passing component theory: fear in the cinema (and elsewhere) consists of
five components which can be separated analytically, but in fact form an
integrated whole: intentionality, appraisal, action tendency, physiological
change and phenomenological experience. The five components cannot be
seen as separate parts that stand next to each other; they are aspects of the
single state we call fear.

1) Intentionality: Fear is always about something in the world and hence
related to an object or event. While anxiety is free-floating, in fear we
are afraid of something, whether real or imagined. This intertwinement
with an object or event—the “aboutness”—is called intentionality. As we
shall see, in direct horror we are afraid of the vivid sound-supported mov-
ing-images of violence or a monster perceived on the screen, whereas in
suggested horror we fear our own mental visualizations of violence or a
monster instigated by the film. At a later point, I will complicate the notion
of intentionality by drawing on an important distinction by phenomenolo-
gist Hermann Schmitz. Schmitz argues that in certain cases the content, to
which the emotion is directed, and the actual cause of the emotion do not
coincide but diverge.* In dread, for instance, I might be fearfully directed
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to the plight of an endangered character alone in a dark house, but I am
actually anticipatorily afraid of having to face a moment of cinematic hor-
ror or shock myself.

Note, furthermore, that my notion of intentionality does not necessarily
entail the sentence-like form of thoughts, evaluations, judgments or beliefs:
it can but does not have to involve propositional attitudes. Just think of
animals and babies: It should hardly be contentious to claim that creatures
who are either not capable of speech at all or not yet do experience fear of
something. While intentionality often comes with propositional attitudes,
this is not always the case. Some types of fear are intentional in a non-prop-
ositional way; others are certainly propositional and hence more cognitive.
This lenient definition of intentionality has one advantage: it will allow me
to include the cinematic shock (or startle) among the five types of fear.

2) Appraisal: In fear we narrow our attentional focus on an intentional object
or event that we perceive, imagine or remember and register that this object
or event is dangerous to our well-being. In other words, in fear we consider
something we are confronted with as threatening. This appraisal, to use the
most common psychological term, can but does not have to involve cogni-
tions in any strong sense—a primitive visual or aural perception might be
enough. Fear of loud noises or snakes might be hardwired and therefore
unavoidable. But apart from innate emotional responses many of our asso-
ciatively learned emotional reactions are mediated via perceptions as well. A
visual or aural experience that frequently coincided with fear in the past can
easily respark fear in the present simply through perceiving it.*® Again, not
considering cognitive judgments and evaluations an essential component of
emotion leaves room for integrating shock in my list of fear at the mov-
ies. From a neuroscientific perspective we might say that complex cinematic
emotions like dread or terror imply cognition (involving the sensory cortex),
whereas a comparatively primitive type of fear like shock often relies on
perception (heading straight for the amygdala) and therefore remains “quick
and dirty,” in Joseph LeDoux’ words.’” The danger posed by the film can be
appraised both via simple percepts and complex judgments.

3) Action Tendency: Fear also comes with certain action tendencies that
prepare and enable actions. The most noteworthy one is our inner prepa-
ration for flight. As we shall see, in the cinema this tendency to flee the
threatening object might result in—may be followed by—proper actions
like looking away or covering one’s ears. However, these actions are not
identical with the preparing and enabling action tendencies and are not a
necessary part of fear.

4) Physiological Change: When we are afraid at the movie theater, we
sometimes consciously realize physiological reactions like muscular con-
tractions or sweaty palms. I stipulate that such physiological changes are an
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essential part of fear, even if they often take place on a subconscious level.
However, from arguing that our physiological body is somehow involved
in fear we cannot conclude that types of fear can be individuated according
to their physiology. For emotion researchers it is still an unanswered ques-
tion whether emotions in general are physiologically distinct—and so is
evidently the question whether we can separate the five types of cinematic
fear according to their physiological changes. Future research might show
whether heart rate, finger temperature or skin conductance response are
correlated with certain types of fear or not. In this study I will not say
anything profound about this topic. Yet the fact that the body clearly has
an effect on our emotions seems more than evident. When I am tired after
work, when T am exhausted after a session in the gym, when I am hung-
over from a cocktail party the night before, I have problems feeling the film.
I might realize that the film is meant to be scary or I may remember that
I found it frightening on another occasion, but under the current circum-
stances I cannot feel afraid. Hence physiology is crucial.

5) Phenomenological Experience: Cognitivist philosophers and film schol-
ars emphasize the thinking part of an emotion—the evaluation or judgment
about the object of the emotion—and often treat the emotional experience
as epiphenomenal.’® In contrast, phenomenologists consider how it is like
to be in a certain emotional state essential. It is one of the main thrusts of
this book to show that changes in phenomenological experience are more
than a mere by-product. Even if the phenomenological experience is not
measurable, it is inextricably and essentially bound up with the emotion of
fear. In a thought experiment we might think of someone appraising a situ-
ation as a real threat for his or her well-being without experiencing what
it is like to be in the state of fear. Would we refer to such a person as being
afraid? Probably not. If you did away with the phenomenological experi-
ence, you would end up with a neutral state that has little to do with fear.

While the intentional intertwinement with an object or event that one
appraises as threatening is a necessary condition for all five types of fear,
intentionality and appraisal are often not sufficient to tell them apart. In
order to overcome overly broad categorizations and arrive at fine-grained
distinctions we should bring the phenomenological experience into play.
This move could turn out to be particularly important when it comes to
cinematic emotions (or more generally aesthetic emotions): Aesthetic emo-
tions might be distinguished from utilitarian, pragmatic everyday emotions
by an emphasis on their phenomenological quality. They are more felt than
acted on. The phenomenological component will become most obvious in
my distinction between dread and terror, two frightening versions of sus-
pense. In both cases we are afraid of a potentially horrific outcome in the
near future, but the phenomenological experience is quite different—not
least because of the distinctive formal and stylistic elements that set these
aesthetic strategies apart.
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But what exactly do I mean by ‘phenomenological experience’? It cer-
tainly comprises more than a mere change of the measurable, physiologi-
cal body. What psychologists and philosophers call (bodily) feeling, often
comes down to realizing one’s sweaty palms or increased heart rate. But
the emotion of fear also involves a remarkable change of the lived-body,
spatial, temporal and intersubjective experience. In fact, fear generally
brings about a gradual, sometimes sudden metamorphosis of ourselves and
our taken-for-granted relation to the world. This transformation marks a
breach—an inter-ruption—in the continuity of our experience, coloring
the world differently and thus standing out from the more uneventful flow
of life.” The narrowed attentional focus, for instance, comes with a phe-
nomenological (not geographical!) closeness of the intentional object that
seems to press in on us and that we wish to flee. At the same time, the lived-
body is experienced differently; we literally feel it foregrounded in a specific
way. For instance, a certain form of centripetal constriction—connected to
the experiential closeness of the threatening object—seems to tighten and
compress us (which, by the way, puts fear in opposition to the centrifugal
expansion of joy or yearning). There is also a meaningful change in terms
of our experience of time, which becomes very dense and intense. And we
also pre-reflectively sense a different relation to our social environment:
When we are afraid, we are no longer at one with the world, but thrown
upon ourselves and somewhat distanced from the world around us. Hence
there is an urge to leave this phenomenological aloneness, to be near to
other people, to call someone on the phone or simply grab a hand (in later
chapters we will see how the group experience of the movie theater and its
collective fear sometimes alleviate this detachment).®®

These metamorphoses—a phenomenological closeness of the threaten-
ing object, a constriction of the lived-body, a densification of time and a
certain degree of social distance to the world—are constitutive parts of the
magical transformation that comes with all types of cinematic fear. But
we will see that horror, shock, dread and terror also vary sufficiently to
tell them apart. Just to mention an example in terms of time. Horror and
shock are thoroughly rooted in the present, whereas dread and terror are
future-oriented. And while the cinematic shock bursts into the scene sud-
denly and lasts only briefly, a dread scene emerges gradually and can often
go on for a considerable amount of time. To be sure, these transformative
experiences are rarely reflected upon during our fearful encounter with the
film. Prior to any explicit thematization of one’s affective state, one is first
and foremost experiencing the situation in an affective manner. It is only
after the fact that phenomenological reflection can recover the experience.
This is what Chapters 3 to 7 are about.

To summarize, in a fearful situation my attention is strongly intertwined
with an object appraised as threatening. This dangerous object seems overly
close to me, centripetally constricting my lived-body space, foregrounding
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and thickening time, detaching me from the world around me and implying
an action tendency to flee the object. In order to avoid a simple stimulus-
response model, let me stress the two-sidedness and reversibility of fear:
even if we feel passively overpowered in fear, there is also an active dimen-
sion. Not only is it often initiated by our active decision to experience it
as well as followed by specific actions like screaming or covering our ears.
But the emotion itself has an active side both in our intentional relatedness
to the threatening danger and our state of action readiness that prepares
and enables actions like looking away. Hence being passively frightened or
endangered by a threatening object or event means, simultaneously, actively
fearing it—and vice versa.®!

So far T have indiscriminately talked about shock or terror as both “aes-
thetic strategies” and “(cinematic) emotions.” What is the difference? The
aesthetic strategy is what aims at producing the emotion: it takes place on
the filmic level and can therefore be objectively described and analyzed
stylistically as part of the filmic object. Since these aesthetic strategies exist
only in order to affect us, their implicit goal is to evoke subjectively experi-
enced (cinematic) emotions of the exact same name. Hence the expressions
horror, shock, dread and terror simultaneously refer to objective aesthetic
strategies and subjective aesthetic emotions. The distinction is a heuristic
one that analytically separates for descriptive reasons what in fact belongs
together. When we experience horror or terror in the cinema, the film-
as-aesthetic-object and the viewer-as-experiencing-subject are thoroughly
intertwined. The affective dimension would not be there without the film’s
aesthetic strategy; but an aesthetic strategy that does not entail the proper
phenomenological experience is not worthy of its name. We can certainly
cognitively judge that a scene is supposed to be emotional but do not feel as
such: I know that the scene wants to scare me because the filmic strategies
employed normally evoke this reaction—nonetheless I am bored. My evalu-
ative judgment does not coincide with my bodily response. Hence a unity
must exist between the here and the there: an intertwining and reversibility
of emotional dimension (the viewer’s fear) and evocative dimension (the
film’s danger).**

Obviously, not every viewer experiences the examples used throughout
this book identically. This is not necessary. What I strive for are not descrip-
tions of specific experiences of single viewers but shared ¢ypes of experience
with a common structure—an endeavor that I will explain in more detail in
Chapter 1. At this point I will only mention the fact that the shared dimen-
sions of embodiment underlying all our experiences—for instance, tempo-
rality and spatiality—enable us to talk about a common structure (or core)
of certain types of experience. If this common structure did not exist, we
wouldn’t be able to communicate about emotions in the first place.

What is more, it is easily conceivable that a single viewer experiences the
exact same scene very differently, depending on the circumstances. There
are the changing spatial surroundings, media and co-viewers: is the film
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shown in a cinema with numerous other viewers, or is it watched on a com-
puter screen alone at home? There is the viewer’s bodily state: is he or she
ill, tired or even on alcohol or drugs? There is the viewer’s mood: was he or
she sad or angry beforehand? There is the question of how close or far the
content is to one’s own concern at a given moment: are the wants and inter-
ests at stake in this scene intensely important or not? For instance, watch-
ing Don’t Look Now (1973) for the second time I might consider the scene
of the drowning girl much more devastating, because a close relative had
died since the first viewing. Last but not least, there is the problem of rep-
etition and habituation: it makes a difference whether I watch The Silence
of the Lambs for the first or the eighth time; and it matters whether T am
confronted with the horror genre for the first time in my life or whether I
am a regular horror buff.

PLEASURES AND COUNTERBALANCES:
MOMENTS OF INTENSITY AND COLLECTIVITY

As the reader might have guessed, the rhetorical question posed at the very
beginning will be answered affirmatively: cinematic fear can be pleasur-
able. It can be pleasurable because it consists of precious moments of sub-
jective intensity including remarkable metamorphoses of the lived-body
and the foregrounding of time as well as valuable instances of collectivity.
Horror, shock, dread and terror foreground and transform us in stimulat-
ing ways just as they connect us in specific enjoyable manners to our co-
viewers. The viewer undergoes a number of intensive metamorphoses that
involve lived-body constriction and expansion, movements of immersion
into and extrication out of the filmic world as well as pointed and extended
experiences of time. These moments of intensity do not only take place
on the individual level but also have a collective dimension. Sitting in the
multiplex theater I am necessarily part of an anonymous group—and under
specific circumstances I experience myself as part of this collectivity. For
reasons to be explored in later chapters, I prefer the less emphatic notions
of ‘collectivity’ and ‘group’ to the morally and politically charged expres-
sion ‘community” Community is often associated with collective values,
mutual commitments, a common history and encompassing both private
and public life.®3 T merely try to underscore the pleasure of feeling together.
Consequently, T will talk of ‘group feelings’ and ‘feelings of collectivity’
(sometimes also of ‘feelings of belongingness’) rather than ‘community feel-
ings.” On the other hand, words like ‘group’ or ‘collectivity” are obviously
more positively connoted than mere ‘accumulations’ or ‘gatherings’ or even
‘crowds’ or ‘masses.’

The phenomenological chapters will not only maintain that we have
these pleasurable experiences but also describe them. But cinematic fear
is pleasurable also because it helps to counterbalance some of the rapid
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transformations of our life-world. It is not implausible to argue that fright-
ening films offer something life is not sufficiently able to provide us with,
something the aesthetic experience of the movies possesses. The paradoxi-
cal question why we experience pleasure in the face of fear can be resolved
more convincingly, I think, if we do not simply claim pleasures per se but
regard them as intricately and inseparably interwoven with the larger socio-
cultural framework. At the end of this study, my pleasure arguments will
therefore be discussed on the broader basis of advanced modernity and
its discontents.®* Frightening films help to reconcile two aspects that are
fundamental characteristics of advanced modernity: a) a scarcity of deep
and comprehensive experiences due to our disembodied way of life (call-
ing for counterbalancing strategies of lived-body stimulation) as well as
an ever-accelerating lifeworld (asking for ways of making time more pal-
pable) and b) the loosening of social bonds as a result of individualization
(requiring new forms of collectivity if a sense of isolation and loneliness is
to be prevented). If people flee the real world in order to seek the pleasures
of the cinematic world, we should look critically at the reasons that make
this move so attractive. The last part of the book is therefore an attempt
to raise awareness to the transformations of experience and collectivity in
our advanced modern world, in short: to some current forms of what the
philosopher Charles Taylor calls “malaises of modernity.”®* Since disem-
bodiment, acceleration and the loosening of social bonds are not covered
by one single, over-arching theory (even if both fields are highly significant
aspects of modernization), I will bring together a number of European and
North American sociologists and cultural theorists.

To be sure, this counterbalancing function is not identical with the plea-
sure of fear itself, even if I presuppose that both are strongly interwoven. It is
important to differentiate properly here. In order to avoid mixing phenom-
enological description with cultural theorizing, it is methodologically neces-
sary to distinguish the intersubjectively verifiable phenomenologies from the
theoretical speculation about the counterbalancing function of frightening
films. This is essential insofar as the later is not present to consciousness:
while T watch a frightening movie I am not aware that I respond to my life-
world—TI can only become aware of the pleasure I experience. This line of
argument entails both a different style and logic of argumentation as well
as a change of perspective: from the micro-analytical poetics and phenom-
enology of fearful aesthetic devices and their concomitant lived-body, time
and collective experiences to a macro-analysis of the cinema’s place within
advanced modernity and its counterbalancing function vis-a-vis the transfor-
mations brought about by the processes of civilization and modernization,

What I have sketched so far might sound like an apology. And indeed, by
bringing into play the function of counterbalancing pleasure, my account
legitimizes aesthetic experiences otherwise eagerly dismissed. Defending
the pleasures of horror, shock, dread and terror is risky business for the
advocate, since attacks await him from two camps equally loathing the
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kind of movies discussed here. On the one hand, there is the ‘conservative
right.” Since the inception of the medium, films that evoke strong emotions
and bodily reactions were treated with suspicion and became the target of
moral accusations. In particular the consumption of scary movies was—
and is—seen as a dark road that leads to desensitization, moral corruption
and dehumanization. In the worst case, the medium even effects an imita-
tion of the heinous acts depicted. What is more, there is a constant fear
among (neo-)conservatives that what was once considered unhealthy and
abnormal, in the hands of overly liberal politicians will be turned into the
norm by a shrewd act of “defining deviancy down” (Daniel Patrick Moyni-
han).®® According to this view, American culture is trapped in a spiral of
ever-more: ever more violence, ever more pornography, ever more decline
of the civic order. Even if the high times of censorship movements have
ended and the questionable privilege of being the scapegoat for teenage-
misbehaviors has been handed over to computer games, watching frighten-
ing movies is still considered a dangerous pastime not to be defended. On
the other hand, the ‘progressive left’ might claim that an apologetic defense
of pleasures is reactionary and helps to stabilize the questionable politics
of these films. From this camp demands might be raised to radically dis-
close the false ideologies at work and tear apart the veil thinly covering the
misogynist, racist, xenophobic or homophobic forms of representation.

Both camps have a point. An exploration of the pleasures of frightening
films cannot easily refute the potentially negative side-effects. My affirma-
tive view is not meant as a blind and zealous apology. It is not supposed
to rule out thinking about what forms of pleasure people prefer and hence
does not mean an excuse for any and every form of pleasure. Just because
emotions and the body were long ignored in films studies, we should not
fall into the other extreme. Although I bracket the meaning-dimension heu-
ristically, this does not imply that it is inexistent. At the same time, one
cannot deny that these pessimist warnings contain a strong tendency to
denigrate the audience as ‘immature’ (in contrast to the grown-up mor-
alist), ‘weird/strange/perverse’ (as opposed to the decent, normal viewer)
or ‘duped/deluded/deceived’ (unlike the critical, truth-seeing progressive).®’
The larger argument of this book might therefore also be considered an
antidote to the pathologizing and belittling attitudes toward those who
enjoy fear at the movies.

THE AESTHETICS OF FEAR AND THE
PROBLEM OF CATEGORY FORMATION

But how can a film become dangerous to its viewers so that they are afraid
of it? If we presuppose that film and affect are necessarily intertwined,
we should not bracket the filmic level and simply talk about experience.
Instead, we have to dare taking a long, hard look at the aesthetics of fear.
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Hence this study aims to be more than a phenomenological description
of our pleasurable fearful experience; it also sets out to understand where
these emotions are rooted aesthetically. In other words, what scary aes-
thetic strategies are used to produce the concomitant frightened affects?
This will become particularly evident in the chapters on suggested horror,
shock and dread, which include detailed discussions of aesthetic strategies;
but it is also part of the chapters on direct horror and terror. The specific
examples I choose in these discussions are supposed to represent general
types. However, the fact that I consider these scenes effective enough to
present them as typical should not prevent the reader from adding his or
her own convincing examples.

Just like descriptions of fearful cinematic experiences, however, studies
on the aesthetics of fear are rare.®® This bibliographical scarcity in terms of
experience and aesthetics of fear allows and, in fact, necessitates the (re-)
formation of categories. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson strongly sug-
gest taking embodied experience into account: “the categories we form are
part of our experience! They are the structures that differentiate aspects of
our experience into discernible kinds. My categories are thus not a purely
intellectual matter, occurring after the fact of experience. Rather, the for-
mation and use of categories is the stuff of experience.”® In other words,
our lived bodily experience has a word to say when we form categories, and
the closer we listen, the more convincing these categories will be. This is
precisely where phenomenology comes in. Drawing on lived experience will
ground my categorization of the five types of cinematic fear.

To a certain extent these categories are well established. However, some
are defined too inconsistently or overly broad. In other cases taking into
account the lived-body more closely suggests reshaping. In two cases—
dread and terror—new categories have to be introduced. The definition
of these frightening versions of suspense points to blatant cases of catego-
rization-without-experience. Current definitions of suspense, under which
dread and terror were hitherto namelessly subsumed, are almost exclusively
based on narration and cognition, not listening to what the lived-body has
to say.

To be sure, my analytic dissection separates aesthetic elements that dur-
ing the act of viewing succeed or blend into each other and often occur
simultaneously, with mutual influence and reinforcing consequences. The
five aesthetic strategies that I will be looking at can be combined and per-
mutated in almost all varieties. Studying them in idealized isolation as
prototypes is problematic insofar as they always stand in a specific rela-
tion to each other and their environment—as specific figures on a ground.
Watching a frightening movie does not mean that I perceive a succession
of perfectly isolated aesthetic elements, but I always experience the movie
as a whole. On the other hand, the kind of dissection I propose here also
suggests itself to a certain degree because frightening movies are highly
episodic. They often present a series of successive incidents, thus separating
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aesthetic strategies to a considerable higher degree than genres that stress
continuity and development of plot. Moreover, conceding that cinematic
experiences do not consist of absolute data independent of context does
not mean that we should give up the kind of abstraction suggested here. In
trying to establish generalities scientific category formation always comes
at the price of de-contextualization.

Its benefits are considerable though. One major argument in favor of
prototype categorization is that we do not have words for everything we
experience aesthetically. We feel something but cannot point it out due to
a lack of words, and yet we want and even need to communicate about
it.”? Language helps to grasp and make communicable what is, on the one
hand, utterly fleeting and, on the other hand, very close to us in its affectiv-
ity. Only if we categorize can we hope to reflect on, compare, weigh and
discuss experiences. The case of dread is a clear-cut example: every viewer
certainly feels the difference to a terror scene but cannot name it since
there is no word. If we want to investigate the experiential aspect, we need
a more refined vocabulary.” But in the end, my definitions are not meant
to erect barbed-wire fences. Their purpose is to enable a more nuanced
vocabulary for describing what is, in fact, always a gradual and continuous
process: aesthetic experience.

WHAT IS A SCARY MOVIE? THE SIGNIFICANCE OF GENRE

One significant question hasn’t been answered so far: what exactly do I mean
by frightening or scary movies? I take it that a frightening movie is able to
color the viewer’s experience in various hues of fear—most prominently
terror, shock, dread and horror—and thus to bring about a considerable
phenomenological metamorphosis of the spectator’s everyday emotional
tinge. Lay viewers and popular film critics describe frightening movies by
a plethora of adjectives ranging from scary, gruesome, unnerving, chilling,
terrifying, horrific, uncanny, eerie and creepy to intense, petrifying, nerve-
racking, suspenseful, gripping, riveting, hair-raising and shocking.

We know that a film is scary because, as individual viewers belonging
to a certain historical and cultural setting, we do not approach films as
blank slates. We are always situated in a specific life-world that has influ-
enced us before, shaping our horizon of expectations. First, there is the title
that often informs us what the movie will be about: from The Invasion of
the Body Snatchers (1978) to Alien: Resurrection (1997). Second, we usu-
ally do not go to the movies uninformed, but are predisposed by numer-
ous forms of discourse: reviews and interviews; trailers, TV commercials
and advertisements; word-of-mouth. Consider, for instance, the tag line
from the Scream trailer: “From the first man in suspense—director Wes
Craven—comes the last word in fear—Scream.” Third, and most impor-
tantly, there is the communicative tool we call ‘genre.” Genres make it easier
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for producers, distributors and spectators to have preconceived ideas about
groups of movies. They are helpful instruments of orientation, expectation
and convention that circulate between industry, film, and viewer. Due to
their standardized, formulaic nature genres allow the spectator to judge
in advance what he or she will encounter. The audience can choose what
stories it wants to experience and, maybe even more important, what it
tries to avoid.

Obviously this does not imply that every genre film is an utterly predict-
able reformulation of what the viewer already knows. In fact, variations
are an essential part of audience expectations: viewers always also want to
experience something new and different. Paradoxically it is something at
the same time well-known: new variations of familiar pleasures.”” These
familiar pleasures vary: some genres put emphasis on cognitive pleasures
(the whodunit mystery or many avant-garde films); others strive to enhance
knowledge (the documentary). Still others have an affective focus.” Steve
Neale argues that “particular genres can be characterized, not as the only
genres in which given elements, devices and features occur, but as the ones
in which they are dominant, in which they play an overall, organizing
role.”” Following Neale’s approach, this study relies exclusively on genres
in which fearful aesthetic devices and emotions are dominant.

The talk of genres implies, of course, one problem. Claiming that cer-
tain genres are dominated by fearful aesthetic strategies presupposes that
I must have an idea how these genres are defined. Yet genre definition is
not an uncontested field. Two roads can be taken. First, the theoretical
genre: an authoritative proposal of a logically impeccable classification of
films.” Such ex cathedra definitions have caused considerable problems in
film studies because once the elaborate models were tested empirically they
turned out to be too rigid for borderline cases or historical variations.”
Overly fixed definitions cause associations and expectations that specific
films might not fulfill. Or, to put it differently, every new film can poten-
tially blur the boundaries because it may not be identical to the defini-
tion. Hence Jorg Schweinitz argues: “Genres are just as heterogeneous and
constantly changing at their center as they are fuzzy at their edges, i.e. in
differentiation to each other. Genres do not exist as scrupulously differen-
tiated film-cultural fields that fit into a larger ‘system of genres,” which is
arranged according to homogenous aspects.””” As a consequence, neither a
coherent map of the genre system has been established successfully; nor has
any strict definition of a single genre won widespread acceptance.”® These
recurrent empirical problems of the theoretical genre were one incentive to
move away from rigid taxonomical genre theory towards more reception-
oriented approaches.”

This is where the second option comes into play: the historical genre.
In contrast to earlier attempts from structuralism or analytic aesthetics,
the concept of the historical genre does not imply a stable, a-historical,
essentialist category. Nor does it presuppose an inherent evolutionary
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development with a linear trajectory. Instead it accepts as true a constant
dynamics of change. Any number of historical-contextual influences can be
important. The influence might be cultural (moral restrictions) and politi-
cal (state censorship), or be initiated from within the film industry itself
(as a reaction to changing audiences). Below we will see how an increased
tendency to create hybrid genres has influenced the cinema of fear. What
we take to be a given genre is a historically variable, cultural construction
whose meaning can change considerably.®® It varies according to category
shifts among producers and consumers who ‘negotiate’ or ‘struggle over’
genre definitions. Their broad cultural ‘consensus’ becomes evident in con-
temporary industrial publicity, the trade press, film criticism and popular
forums such as internet sites like www.imdb.com. It is this second road that
I will take when I discuss frightening movies.

Consider the changing content of the category of ‘horror’ in the last
decades. In the 1970s and ‘80s the horror genre was dominated by the
ferocious display of dismembered and disfigured bodies, aptly called
‘body horror.” The original Dawn of the Dead (1978) or The Evil Dead
come to mind. In the 1990s body horror all but disappeared. Instead,
three strands dominated the decade. The first one was the comparatively
tame, self-referential teenage slasher: Wes Craven’s New Nightmare, the
Scream series (1996-2000) or Urban Legend (1998). The second dominat-
ing trend marked the return of psychological horror in which the viewer
does not know—or knows only very late into the movie—whether the
seemingly supernatural events are ‘real’ or imagined by the protagonist.
Ghost stories like The Sixth Sense (1999), The Blair Witch Project and
Stir of Echoes (1999), haunted-house films like The Haunting (1999) and
What Lies Beneath (2000) relied much more on psychological threats
and suggestion of violence than on explicit gore. The third trend was the
action-laden creature-feature containing plenty of comic relief: Anaconda
(1997), The Lost World: Jurassic Park II, Deep Rising (1998) or Deep
Blue Sea (1999). In this present decade, again, three cycles can be identi-
fied. There are remakes of Japanese horror movies, largely dealing with
demons, possessions and haunted houses: The Ring 1 and 2 (2002 and
2005), The Grudge 1 and 2 (2004 and 2006), Dark Water (20035). There
are numerous remakes of American horror classics like The Texas Chain-
saw Massacre (2003), The Amityville Horror (2005) or The Hills Have
Eyes (2006). Finally, there are gruesome torture films like Hostel (2005)
or Saw (2004) and their various sequels (2005-2008). The last two cycles
show a clear predilection for violence akin to the 1970s and 1980s. These
considerable shifts in the meaning of the term ‘horror’ indicate that in
order to function as a communicative tool, the definition of the historical
genre needs to be comparatively basic and broad, displaying a generous
leeway in terms of genre boundaries.

But even if we presuppose a broad cultural consensus we still need to
know what we can minimally expect from a given historical genre. Since
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the a priori normativism of a clear-cut definition that harshly dictates what
a genre should and should not do is impractical, a more open and prag-
matic form of category formation is needed. In reality, historical genres are
categorized by way of prototypes.’! The viewer’s expectations are orga-
nized according to a core-periphery schema. A paradigmatic, often cited
or discussed ‘core’ film inherits the status of a prototype. These prototypes
are automatically recognized as best averages, because they share attributes
with most members of the category. The genre prototype is responsible for
evoking the viewer’s expectations of iconographic motives, character types,
subject matters—or emotions. The ‘peripheral’ films, on the other hand,
are grouped around the prototype because they contain less conventional
characteristics and are therefore less prototypical. Peripheral films are close
or distant relatives of—and therefore less ‘generic’ than—the prototype.
Which films can claim the status of a prototype, depends precisely on the
cultural consensus of the given period.

Now, if we presume a viewer broadly informed about today’s historical
genres—which one would he or she pick in order to experience the plea-
sures of fear? There are two genres whose name straightaway announces
an intense corporeal experience that, at the very least, points in the direc-
tion of fear: the horror film and the thriller. To be sure, dominant genre
elements—such as fear—are not necessarily exclusive elements; they not
only occur in the genre concerned.®> As a consequence, one can expect
scary and hair-raising moments in a number of genres. Unforgiven (1992)
might be judged by some as a nerve-racking western. For many viewers
The Fugitive (1993) comes across as an intensely riveting action film. Or
think of Jan Svankmajer’s Alice in Wonderland-adaptation Neco z Alenky
(1988)—certainly an unnerving animation film. There is shock in the disas-
ter movie (The Day After Tomorrow, 2004). There is suspense in science-
fiction films (Terminator 2: Judgment Day, 1991), caper movies (Ronin,
1998) and westerns (High Noon, 1952). And there is violence in war films
(Platoon, 1986), gangster movies (Casino, 1995), comic-book adaptations
(Sin City, 2005) as well as independent fare (Totally Fucked Up, 1993).
However, when a viewer skims through newspaper ads for a frightening
Saturday evening entertainment, he will most likely look for a horror film
or a thriller. These genres quantitatively condense and qualitatively inten-
sify the various forms of fear and therefore put them at the center of their
generic promise.

This can be read directly from the etymological roots. The word ‘hor-
ror’ derives from the Latin ‘horrere’ meaning ‘to stand on end, bristle,
shake, shudder, shiver, tremble.” And the adjective ‘horrific’ comes from
the Latin ‘horrificus,’ literally meaning ‘making the hair to stand on end.’®3
It thus describes an intense fearful reaction of the body. “Thriller,” on the
other hand, comes from the Middle English word ‘thrillen’ meaning ‘to
pierce.”®* Again, the etymological origin refers to a sharp somatic response:
the thriller pierces, as it were, the viewer’s body and ensures a visceral
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experience. Not to forget, there is the similarity between the words thrill
and thrall: both words come together in the term enthrall which carries
connotations of being enslaved, captured, spellbound. In a thriller we give
ourselves up to be captured and carried away in order to be thrilled—to
receive a series of sharp sensations.®

Yet etymology can only serve as a preliminary argument precisely
because historical genres are so malleable. What else merits my confidence
in these genres? The horror movie will most likely not pose much of a
problem. Few would doubt that it counts as a clear-cut case in terms of
fear. To repeat, I do not want to essentialize the horror film by imposing
that a frightening experience is the only pleasure one could get out of it. I
simply take it for granted that if someone prefers to be scared, the horror
film would be the principal choice. Within this genre the fearful aesthetic
devices analyzed in this study were employed with considerable persistence
over the last decades—even if the preferences and the emphases changed.
In this regard the thriller might seem a more questionable candidate. Why,
then, is it integrated in this study? I have three arguments.

First, viewers have very different thresholds in terms of what they con-
sider scary; what people experience as horrifying or terrifying varies a great
deal. While some people remain unimpressed by the most shocking hor-
ror movie, others are deeply frightened by a tame (sometimes even lame)
thriller. Many spectators even refrain from watching thrillers at all because
they get scared too easily. Hence it is next to impossible to generalize about
the effects horror films and thrillers have on viewers. This is exactly the
advantage of the genre system and the reason why it is differentiated so
meticulously. Just as the field of erotic excitement distinguishes between
softcore and hardcore pornography, the field of frightening intensity knows
horror movies and thrillers. Apart from other potential differences that
need not concern us here, the thriller—by and large—implies a milder form
of emotional involvement than the horror film. In fact, after a considerable
blurring of the generic boundaries in the 1990s (to be described below), the
disparity in intensity is often the most reliable difference today. On average,
thrillers offer a lighter version of horror: less violence, fewer shocks and
more moments of relief.

Second, the inclusion of the thriller suggests itself when we look at ency-
clopedias and academic research. Leafing through a random academic
study—say Martin Rubin’s Thrillers—we read the following definition: “In
thrillers the mandate is ‘Make me squirm.” Or, to put it another way: Pierce
me with intense, even agonizing sensations that will transform my ordi-
nary world and charge it with the spirit of adventure. This generic property
raises the possibility of the thriller that is not thrilling akin to the comedy
that is not funny or the erotic film that is not a turn-on.”%® What this quote
implies is that even though the thriller might not have a clearly recognizable
iconography (like the prairie and the cowboys in the western) or standard
structural ingredients (like the songs in the musical), the genre gains its
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communicative value from the emotional experience it promises. It should
be undisputed—and the only criterion important here—that thrillers thrill.
Just like the horror film, the thriller is named after an intense emotional
experience. What ‘thrilling’ means exactly, however, varies historically.

It will be my third argument that the word ‘thrilling’ became more and
more associated with various forms of fear: in the late 1980s and 1990s
developments took place that changed the historical genre of the thriller
and further justifies calling it ‘frightening’ today. In those years what pro-
fessional critics, average viewers and the studios described as thrillers came
to include aesthetic elements formerly associated foremost with the hor-
ror movie. While terror and dread had been part of thrillers before, the
aesthetic elements of horror, cinematic shock and even disgust became
acceptable to a hitherto unknown degree. Even the most cursory look at
films then categorized as thrillers will underscore this point. Jacob’s Lad-
der (1990) uses monstrous and gory imagery such as demons, aliens and
bloody, dismembered body parts. Basic Instinct contains nasty stabbing
scenes in which an unholy amount of blood is spilled. In Cape Fear (1991)
we are confronted with a horrifying rape scene in which the protagonist
chews away parts of a woman’s cheek. And Seven presents a foul-smelling,
skeletal victim of torture, more dead than alive. Even the startle effect—
cinematic shock in my terminology—is often part of mainstream thrillers:
from Fatal Attraction (1987) to The Bone Collector (1999).

If we consider genres as a communicative tool relying on a cultural under-
standing about what a genre promises at a given time, public discourse
must have captured this generic change. And, indeed, the blending of hor-
ror films and thrillers did not go unnoticed in journalistic and academic
criticism. An extended debate centered on a distinct cycle of films that soon
came to be known as ‘yuppie horror movies’—frightening films in which
bad things happen to good yuppies. The precursor of these films was soon
identified as Adrian Lyne’s Fatal Attraction. In its wake a whole series of
movies entered the scene: Pacific Heights (1990), Bad Influence (1991), The
Hand That Rocks the Cradle (1992), Unlawful Entry (1992), Single White
Female (1992), Final Analysis (1992), Whispers in the Dark (1992), Sliver
(1993), The Vanishing (1993) or Malice (1993).%” Two important character-
istics defined the cycle. First, the use of settings, protagonists and effects
previously associated with the horror film: dark, terrible places and ‘evil’
houses; scenes in the constricted and disorienting space of basements and
other labyrinth-like places; psychopathic stalkers or killers almost unstop-
pable in their rage; shock scenes that made the audience jump; and graphic
violence. Second, these films were attractive for people that would usually
not go to see horror movies: the very yuppies the name of the cycle refers
to. (The audience extension is a point I will return to.)

Comprising most of the 1990s, a second, even more widely debated movie
cycle equally destabilized the boundary between horror and thriller (also
because it partly overlapped with the first one): the serial killer movie. From
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Jennifer Eight (1992), Copycat (1995) and Seven to Nightwatch (1997),
Kiss the Girls (1997) and The Cell (2000). Here the movie that most prob-
ably sparked the cycle was The Silence of the Lambs. Since serial killers
often do not have a motive, the depictions and the results of the violent
acts become pivotal: psychological or actual violence moves into the focus
of attention. Why does Hannibal Lecter (Anthony Hopkins) crave human
flesh for dinner? What is the motivation for Kathrine Tramell’s (Sharon
Stone) ice pick murders in Basic Instinct? The films often show crime for
crime’s sake. The lack of psychological and social motivation turned serial
killers into close relatives of the slasher movie psychopaths. The slasher as a
horror subgenre is clearly defined by a lack of sociological and psychologi-
cal explanations in favor of a quick recurrence of visceral acts. Since the
obsessive murderer will keep on killing till he is caught or killed, the serial-
ity of his killings allows, by definition, for a whole series of terror, dread,
shock or horror scenes. It plays, in Richard Dyer’s words, on “the mix of
repetition and anticipation, and indeed of the anticipation of repetition,
that underpins serial pleasure.”®

Due to these developments of the 1980s and particularly the 1990s the
door is now open for thrillers to present more dread, more violence, and
more shock effects than before. It is not surprising that they became more
emotionally intense and frightening on average. Of course, it would be a
blatant exaggeration to say that every thriller actually uses these devices.
Nor would it be true to argue that thrillers are truly scary in every case—
this is necessarily so because the genre closely borders on and overlaps
with the action blockbuster (The Bourne Identity, 2002), the caper movie
(Inside Man, 2006) and the whodunit mystery (The Usual Suspects, 1995).
I simply argue that the stakes were raised: what is commonly understood
as a thriller today can be much like horror in the past because both genres
can—but not necessarily do—employ the same emotional aesthetic strate-
gies. As a consequence, it became more difficult than ever to neatly tell
them apart.

Yet the distinction between horror films and thrillers became fuzzy also
because the industry deliberately influenced the labeling. Realizing that
mainstream audiences could be lured into scary movies, the studios’ adver-
tising and marketing departments followed their own categorizing agenda:
often they preferred the ‘thriller’ to the ‘horror’ badge.

Steve Neale argues that each era in the history of American cinema has
its own transient generic system.®” While some genres—like the travelogue
or the phantom ride—were popular during the early cinema period, these
genres vanished or changed considerably in subsequent decades. Quintes-
sential American genres like the western and the musical—highly estab-
lished in the 1930s and 1940s—Ilargely disappeared during the last decades.
In contrast, horror films and—to a lesser degree the more reputable and
already established——thrillers came to move to the center very gradually.”
Today’s generic system would be unthinkable without them. Always a
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reliable indicator for mainstream acceptance is the box-office performance.
Horror films like Scream, The Blair Witch Project, The Sixth Sense, Signs,
What Lies Beneath or The Ring, hybrids such as The Silence of the Lambs
and Seven as well as thrillers like Sleeping With the Enemy (1991), Basic
Instinct, The Da Vinci Code (2006) and Hannibal (2001) were enormous
successes. But acceptance might also be judged from the quality and repu-
tation of the directors the two genres attracted. Since the 1990s a number
of major directors have worked in the thriller field: Martin Scorsese (Cape
Fear), Brian de Palma (Raising Cain, 1992), David Fincher (Seven), Sidney
Pollack (The Interpreter, 2005), Gus van Sant (Psycho, 1998), Alan ]. Pak-
ula (The Pelican Brief, 1993) or Ridley Scott (Hannibal). Likewise, many
arthouse directors, independent auteurs and reputable mainstream film-
makers in the U.S. and abroad (re-)turned to the horror genre or worked at
its margins: from Neil Jordan (Interview with the Vampire, 1994), Lars von
Trier (Riget/The Kingdom, 1994), David Lynch (Lost Highway), Roman
Polanski (The Ninth Gate, 1999) and Danny Boyle (28 Days Later, 2002)
to Alejandro Amenabar (The Others, 2001), Claire Denis (Trouble Every
Day, 2001), Abel Ferrara (The Addiction, 1995), Jean-Pierre Jeunet (Alien:
Resurrection) and Steven Spielberg (Lost World: Jurassic Park 2). Today
the horror film is so firmly established at the heart of Hollywood cinema
that even ultraviolent torture movies like Hostel and Saw are regular fare
at the multiplex.

The development of the late 1980s and 1990s had important ramifica-
tions for the composition of the audience. It helped to open the field of
frightening movies for other than the traditional patrons, male teenagers
and horror buffs. Even if shockers occasionally had drawn mass audiences
before (e.g., Psycho [1960], The Exorcist [1973] or Jaws [1975]), today
consuming scary movies is more accepted than ever before. And women
certainly belong to the regular patrons as well. Hence what Carol Clover
had noted in her seminal study on the slasher film back in 1992—the fact
that women compose a large part of the horror audience—has intensified
in the meantime.’! There is another upshot to this development: because
the barriers to the cinema of fear have been reduced, the reception of mov-
ies in general has become more direct and somatic. It is, of course, one
major goal of this study to demonstrate that there is a certain cultural logic
behind this popularization and somatization—a development that points
to the current state of advanced modern societies.

This study is not primarily intended as another entry in the long list
of recent horror literature.”> Nor does it specifically aim at extending the
comparatively small inventory of studies on thrillers.” Yet it is an explora-
tion of genres insofar as it aims to add to our understanding of the fear-
ful aesthetic devices used in horror films and thrillers. And the concept of
genre plays an important role also because it serves as a communicative tool
that is essential for the decision-making process. The viewer’s active deci-
sion to watch a frightening movie is based on what Gerhard Schulze calls
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“experience rationality” (Erlebnisrationalitit), since more strongly than
usual the viewer has to decide to watch the film deliberately.”* No doubt,
viewers are influenced by media hype, advertising and peer pressure, some-
times quite strongly. But these influences lose power once extreme experi-
ences like horror, shock or dread are concerned. Experiences that might
involve displeasure or even harm presuppose a much more active consent
than tamer emotions and affects. Hence we are not passively pulled into
but actively consent to go and watch a horror movie or thriller. Precisely
for this reason we can also assume that the spectator expects the movie to
yield some kind of reward.

This is not to say that every viewer can pinpoint precisely what he or
she enjoys. After all, genres are means of communication that tell us what
we can expect from a given movie by and large. It is certainly not neces-
sary that we know all aspects of a genre’s stylistics, subject matter, history
etc. in order to come to a decision of what to look for and what to avoid.
Instead this decision often functions ex negativo. Many avid fans of thrill-
ers detest horror films. Even though they do not know a lot about the hor-
ror genre, it is pretty obvious to them that they know enough not to like it.
I therefore agree with Ed Tan that most film viewers “have at the very least
a strong intuitive feeling about what does not appeal to them, and it is not
necessary to be a true film enthusiast to know approximately what type of
film you are looking for.”*> Hence the decision to watch a scary film relies
on two aspects. First, it depends on the experience the film—qua commu-
nicativeness of genre—promises. And second, it relies on what Ed Tan calls
the “predisposition, sensitivity, preference, or motivation” of the viewer.”®
If both aspects match, the genre film and viewer will find together.

THE STRUCTURE OF THIS STUDY: AN OVERVIEW

Before we can start with the detailed discussion of the five types of fear, I
have to set up the methodological fundament on which to build the larger
argument. Since phenomenology is still relegated to the margins of film
studies, I find it indispensable to introduce its major characteristics and
ward off recurrent misunderstandings and unfounded criticisms. To avoid
frustration among readers unfamiliar with phenomenology (but also to
convince them of this fascinating approach), I will do my best to keep the
discussion as accessible as possible. This is the goal of Chapter 1. In Chapter
2 I clarify how the multiplex cinema influences and skews our experience
of the five types of fear under scrutiny here. This involves the enhanced
attention of the cinematic experience in comparison to private home con-
sumption. It includes the tendency to individualize and immerse the viewer
as well as to increase his or her emotional experience. And it implies a look
at the collective situation in the multiplex.



Introduction 37

In Chapters 3 to 7 I eventually turn to cinematic fear itself. In order to
grant the reader an easy entry into the discussion every chapter on cinematic
fear starts with short summaries of three exemplary scenes as well as the
definition of the respective type of fear. The first type of fear that I will look
at is direct horror. This chapter is important also insofar as it explains the
necessary preconditions for our pleasurable encounter with fear. In Chap-
ter 4 T explore a second type of horror: not the drastically direct version,
but the suggested one. In Chapter 5 I move on to cinematic shock. Just like
the other chapters on fear, it contains an in-depth discussion of aesthetics
and experience. Since the category of dread (as I define it) has not existed so
far, Chapter 6 is longer than the others. Here I also take up issues like filmic
atmospheres, empathy/sympathy and the phenomenology of time in fearful
cinematic encounters. Chapter 7 introduces the category of terror, another
frightening type of suspense. This chapter helps to set terror apart from
other, more broadly conceived definitions of suspense and to distinguish
terror from the notion of dread.

The last part of the book takes the phenomenological results and puts
them against the backdrop of advanced modernity. In Chapters 8 and 9 1
will discuss some of the malaises of advanced modernity that the cinema of
fear helps to alleviate: disembodiment, acceleration and the loosening ties of
communality. These chapters rely on the work of theorists of modernity like
Norbert Elias, Karl-Heinrich Bette, Hartmut Rosa, Robert Bellah, Ulrich
Beck and Zygmunt Bauman. Finally, in my conclusion I will present a list of
aspects that did not make their way into this book, but are certainly valid to
be explored. This last section is—cum grano salis—entitled “The End.”



1 How to Describe Cinematic Fear,
or Why Phenomenology?

[Phenomenology] is as painstaking as the works of Balzac, Proust,
Valéry or Cézanne—Dby the reason of the same kind of attentiveness
and wonder, the same demand for awareness, the same will to seize
the meaning of the world.

(Maurice Merleau-Ponty)'

PHENOMENOLOGY—THE METHOD

Phenomenology is interested in subjectively experienced phenomena encoun-
tered in the world—whether these phenomena can be objectively accounted
for scientifically or not. Genuine phenomenology therefore describes only
what we have at least a certain awareness of; awareness-of-experience is a
defining trait of conscious experience. What is not part of conscious expe-
rience does not fall in the domain of phenomenology since we do not have
a chance to describe it.

However, we rarely become actively aware of our awareness. We are so
involved in our activities that we do not notice or reflect upon the way in
which we experience them. We therefore have to disentangle from the con-
tinuous flow of experience to reflect upon the structure of experience itself.
In the words of Simon Glendinning, phenomenology is a work of “eluci-
dation, explication or description of something we, in some way, already
understand, or with which we are already, in some way, familiar, but which,
for some reason, we cannot get into clear focus for ourselves without more
ado.”? Phenomenologists call this ‘more ado’ phenomenological reduction.
It transforms the act I accomplish in a natural and transparent way into an
object for my attention. Following Alfred Schiitz, one could say we turn from
a suspension of doubt to a suspension of belief.? Or, as Husserl, would call
it: we move from the natural attitude to the phenomenological attitude.*

Phenomenology does not claim that all consciousness is simultaneously
consciousness-of and self-conscious. It simply argues that all conscious-
ness is consciousness-of and therefore capable of being reflected upon and
brought under description. This occurs first and foremost after the fact:
Afterwards T can reflect upon the experience and begin to thematize its
structural features. During the straightforward activity of watching a film,
for instance, the movie is the prime intentional object (with my lived body
and the audience mostly at the periphery); during the reflective activity of
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phenomenological reporting, the past experience itself becomes the focus
of attention. This reflection after the fact is possible only because I was not
unaware or unconscious of these experiences. Don Thde might be talking
about intense cinematic involvements when he explains: “To say that self-
consciousness is reduced to a minimum, that the ‘I’ of such experiences
is not thematized or explicit, is not at all to say that such experiences are
lacking in awareness or are opaque. Quite to the contrary, in ordinary or
mundane life, such experiences can be a vivid example of the most valued
type of experience. In reporting in the ordinary mode, I might well recall
such occasions as those when ‘T was most alive . ..

In terms of cinematic fear there is a crucial difference between an adren-
aline rush or high synaptic voltages and phenomena like a constricted lived-
body experience and feelings of phenomenological isolation: The former
cannot be reflected upon but only measured and observed from outside in
a lab situation; the latter are supra-threshold in terms of consciousness and
therefore open to phenomenological investigation. The former influence
consciousness only indirectly; the latter have a direct manifestation in the
experiential sphere. The former can be considered a form of sub-personal
subjectivity, while the latter constitute conscious subjectivity (even though
it is not necessarily a self-conscious one).®

Obviously, the contents of awareness vary in terms of how explicit,
stable and easy to reflect upon they are. Experiences shade off into less
overtly conscious phenomena: from core (or focal) experiences to mar-
ginal (or peripheral) experiences to experiences on the fringe (or horizon)
of awareness. The cinematic experience is dominated by three foci: a) the
film, b) the viewer’s lived body, and ¢) the cinematic surroundings (with
the rest of the audience in particular). The distribution of attention is not
equal. In most cases the film will claim focal awareness, while we are only
marginally conscious of the lived body and the cinema. Put differently, the
film experience dominates consciousness, whereas body and cinema have
receded—or, rather, were pushed—to the phenomenal background. How-
ever, and this will be a central argument, this distribution of attention is
not static. At various points throughout the film the field of consciousness
is reorganized. It comes into motion and flexibly shifts emphasis. The body
as well as the cinema become foregrounded and claim attention, while the
film as intentional object loses its center-stage position. This flexible shift-
ing of emphasis is called the conservation principle: as something becomes
clear, something else must become vague.” Or as something is excluded
from the thematic core of awareness, something else moves in from the
thematic field.® In cinematic shock, for instance, the lived body stands out
and briefly relegates the film to the peripheral background: we gain self-
awareness—a strong awareness-of-ourselves as embodied viewers—and
consequently cannot fully devote attention to what happens on the screen.
Or in moments of laughter—not uncommon in horror movies—the col-
lectivity of the audience presses forward from its marginal status to a more
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focal position. While this is true for other genres as well, frightening mov-
ies are dominated by these fluid shifts in attention distribution between
film, body and cinema. This is precisely the reason why I claim a transfor-
mative foregrounding of the body and feelings of collectivity as the prime
pleasures of fear.

But what about all the idiosyncratic reactions to particular genres, mov-
ies and scenes? My mother keeps telling me that the most intense film she
has ever seen was Hitchcock’s The Birds (1963)—a comparatively unexcit-
ing film for someone who grew up with a shocker like The Evil Dead. On
the other hand, I still consider The Silence of the Lambs the most frighten-
ing movie ever, whereas my students find it rather tame. What to do with
the fact that some people have a hell of a boring time, while others are
scared like hell? The answer is simple: uniformity in audience response
to specific genres, films and scenes is not the point. Phenomenology does
not want to explain how specific viewers respond to specific scenes. The
question is rather: if a viewer is affected by a horror, shock, dread or ter-
ror scene, how does he or she experience it? It is therefore irrelevant if one
specific viewer jumps out of his seat during a shock scene while another one
remains untouched. What does have relevance, is the common structure
that follows when these two viewers do experience a scene as shocking. But
even if both are indeed shocked, I would not claim that they experience the
scene identically in terms of intensity or length. I would simply argue that
there is a common structure that unites their experiences. Hence I do not
focus on difference but on commonalities; 1 do not want to particularize
but look at what experiences have in common. In short, phenomenology is
not interested in various and varying specific experiences but tries to cap-
ture types of experience.

If the phenomenologist was successful in suspending personal and insti-
tutional biases and has thoroughly reflected upon experience, he or she will
approach the goal of bringing to light the core of a given subjective experi-
ence—its structural feature. Hence the description will be of what it is like—
‘invariantly’ like—to undergo such an experience. To be sure, the ‘invariant’
core that phenomenology tries to uncover does not imply a universal or tran-
scendental subject. This is the major move that led Merleau-Ponty and his
existential phenomenology away from Husserl’s transcendental phenome-
nology which sought to study ‘pure’ consciousness. Existential phenomenol-
ogy claims that the subject of consciousness and experience is embodied and
situated in the life-world. The lived body is always informed and qualified
by the specific historical and cultural context lived in. Arguing otherwise
would imply committing an essentialist fallacy.

Since there are no fixed essences, a fully exhaustive phenomenological
reduction is impossible. This is why I put inverted commas around the word
‘invariant.” Nevertheless, we can try to approach common structures, since
we all share the ontological conditions of human embodiment. When we
call ‘emotions’ subjective in everyday speech, we usually refer to empirical
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differences in terms of object, disposition and intensity. In other words,
different people are afraid of different things, are scared easier than others
and respond more intense to certain objects. But in what way does it make
sense to say that we experience the structure of fear differently? To describe
‘invariant’ features is possible, as Vivian Sobchack notes, because experi-
ences are lived both generally and conventionally: “in the first instance,
according to general conditions of embodied existence such as temporal-
ity, spatiality, intentionality, reflection and reflexivity and, in the second
instance, according to usually transparent and dominant cultural habits
that are not so much determining as they are regulative.” It is not my point
to ignore gender, race, class, sexuality, age etc. and quietly presume a male,
white, heterosexual, middle-class spectator. However, before we can say in
what way gender, race, class, sexuality and age qualify the common onto-
logical conditions during a fearful cinematic experience, we need some-
one’s account as a starting point. This starting point is, of course, marked
by its own historicity: writing at this point in time reveals the author not
as a transhistorical, a-cultural spectator but one rooted in a specific time
and culture.

SUBJECTIVE OR SUBJECTIVISTIC?
IN DEFENSE OF PHENOMENOLOGY

But isn’t all this pure subjectivist blather? Both ignoramuses and people
who should know better have repeatedly reproached phenomenology for
registering mere private phenomena, for manifesting a relapse into intro-
spectionism, for being an overly subjectivist approach that cannot provide
scientific valid insights. Particularly its first-person accounts have provoked
suspicion from the scientific community. Employing a method that draws
on first-person descriptions at this historical point when some film scholars
start to embrace the methods of the natural sciences might be considered a
provocation, a methodical ignorance, or an outright stupidity.

This is clearly not the case. Phenomenology distinguishes sharply
between simple introspection and higher-level reflection. While the former
contains the straightforward accessible subjective data that are ‘directly
present to the mind,’ the latter tries to reveal an experience’s ‘invariant’
aspects that are genuinely discoverable but often not seen due to their
habituated nature. Phenomenology is decidedly not interested in private
opinions or spontaneous judgments. The merely personal idiosyncrasies
that vary from person to person are precisely what phenomenology tries
to avoid. Again, phenomenology is not interested in particular cases, but
in types of experience. Closely related to the problem of introspection is
the problem of self-observation: some scholars question it per se due to
its call for a duplication of the subject. The observer cannot live through
and monitor an experience. It is true that being in the grip of an emotion
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such as terror makes it difficult to observe it. An examining, observa-
tional position tends to neutralize the observer and detach him or her
from the object of observation. A genuine emotion like fear, on the other
hand, overwhelms the subject and involves him or her in a struggle with
this emotion. This obviously stands in opposition to the neutral stance
required by the observer. Yet from this we cannot jump to the conclusion
that any self-investigation of emotional experiences automatically has to
fail—otherwise there would be no account of them in the first place. If
we did not relate to what others have to say about subjective experience,
we would not be able to understand psychological novels or introspec-
tive poetry. Since it flies in the face of the evidence we have of convinc-
ing first-person descriptions, this accusation can be discarded. Hermann
Schmitz gives another convincing reason. If emotions vanished once we
tried to self-investigate them, we could easily get rid of negative emotions
by switching into an observational mode.!’

Another criticism put forward claims that first-person accounts are not
viable because they modify the object of observation. This reproach is
somewhat odd insofar as it uses the very method it tries to discard: in order
to be informed about an eventual modification in viewpoint one would
have to use a first-person account first. “For knowing about my internal
state of mind, as also attesting to any transformation in it, presupposes
in every instance the bringing into play of a first-person point of view!”
Pierre Vermersch explains.!! Obviously, this argument cannot wholly elimi-
nate the problem. No methodological approach to experience is neutral.
It inevitably introduces an interpretative framework into its gathering of
data. Hence the hermeneutical dimension of the process is unavoidable:
To a certain degree every examination is an interpretation—and all inter-
pretation reveals and hides away at the same time. But from this we can-
not conclude that a disciplined approach to experience creates nothing but
artificial constructs or a ‘deformed’ version of the way experience ‘really’
is.!2 If phenomenology cannot deliver pure ‘facts,” it nevertheless provides,
at the very least, intersubjectively verifiable descriptions that we cannot do
without if we want to talk about experience.

I need to issue a disclaimer, though. Phenomenology is not a magic
potion, and first-person accounts are not suitable for every set of problems.
If I want to find out about the amount of adrenaline male viewers discharge
watching the famous chase scene in Terminator 2: Judgment Day, I would
certainly not draw on first-person accounts. And if I am interested in the
level of mirror neuron activity inside a viewer’s brain while she listens to
a frightened character in, say, Candyman, drawing on phenomenological
description would be ridiculous. It all depends on the questions we ask. Just
because some facts are inaccessible to consciousness and therefore unsuit-
able for first-person accounts does not necessitate that what we are aware
of is a priori uninteresting or non-scientific.



How to Describe Cinematic Fear, or Why Phenomenology? 43
LANGUAGE GAMES AND METAPHORS

As a descriptive method phenomenology yields predominantly descriptive
knowledge and carefully avoids introducing aspects not consciously appre-
hended. One should therefore not expect explanations of unconscious or
subconscious mechanisms. To illustrate: I will answer the question “how
is it like to experience a cinematic shock?” not “what parts of my brain
are stimulated when a monster suddenly attacks the protagonist?” Pre-
cisely because phenomenology is a descriptive method, however, so much
depends on the script: the preciseness, density and accessibility of the lan-
guage employed. This is far from being an easy task, since in describing a
perceptual, imaginative or emotional experience one often reaches beyond
where words can go. Our concepts seem too crude to express the infinite
shades of experience. One way out of this tight spot is the use of met-
aphors. Employing figurative language is a characteristic that lies at the
heart of many (maybe most) phenomenological investigations. Sobchack,
for instance, argues that the vital but taken-for-granted figurative expres-
sions of vernacular language—Iliterally—speak of and tell us about our
everyday experience. She quotes from Paul Ricoeur’s work on metaphor:
“Ordinary language . . . appears to me . . . to be a kind of conservatory for
expressions which have preserved the highest descriptive power as regards
human experience, particularly in the realms of action and feelings.”!3

Ricoeur’s remark is easily underscored by a random look at journalistic
criticism. Peter Travers, for instance, calls Seven a “skin crawler” with a
“gut-wrenching climax”.!* Hal Hinson feels that in Single White Female
“the psychological atmosphere that director Barbet Schroeder creates is
so densely threatening that the air feels thick around you.”’> And in his
review of The Haunting Roger Ebert portrays the old manor central to the
film with the words: “We enter this space and feel enclosed by it . . .”¢ Ts
this mere language-playing? Certainly not. When we talk about films in
metaphorical ways, we do so because metaphors help us to come closest to
an adequate description of our lived-body experience for which we would
otherwise have no words. Metaphorical language is thus irreplaceable.

The cognitivist linguist George Lakoff stresses the experiential roots of
the figurative language we use in everyday life. Together with his co-author
Mark Johnson he argues that metaphors cannot be comprehended indepen-
dently of their experiential bases."” The concepts ‘happy is up’ and ‘sad is
down’ might serve as simple but illuminating examples. On the one hand,
we claim that we are feeling up, that we are high in spirits, that thinking
about something positive gives us a lift. On the other hand, we feel down,
our spirits sink, we fall into depression. Trying to explain the origin of these
metaphors Lakoff and Johnson rightfully refer to the body as explanation:
“Drooping posture typically goes along with sadness and depression, erect
posture with a positive emotional state.”!*
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We can easily confirm their third-person perspective by drawing on our
own experiences in terms of the vertical impulses—the lifting and pressing
down—of emotions like joy and happiness on the one hand and sadness and
sorrow on the other. The most visible symptom of the former is the dido or
caper: as if the earth had partly lost its gravitational force, the happy and
joyful person experiences an upward urge not explicable in physical terms.
For a limited period of time, these emotions bestow our existence with an
incredible lightness of being. Sadness and sorrow, on the other hand, are
characterized by experiential vectors pointing downwards: we feel as if car-
rying a weighty burden and possessing a heavy heart. Without difficulty,
we can apply these examples to our cinematic experiences. After a ‘high-
spirited,” ‘light’ comedy we sometimes feel like dancing or flying out of the
theater. A ‘heavy,” ‘depressing’ tragedy, on the other hand, often causes the
opposite experience: we trudge out into the night downhearted, unwilling
to face the view of others.

Similarly, when we talk about a ‘riveting’ or ‘gripping’ film, as it is often
the case with scary movies, we do not employ these metaphors as rhetorical
embellishment. Instead, they function as indispensable bridges that cross
language gaps. In fact, they describe quite literally the mode of our posi-
tion in the seat: motionless and touched by the grip of the film. Ordinary
expressions like ‘riveting’ and ‘gripping’ can therefore be considered as
mini-phenomenologies. However, as mini-phenomenologies they are natu-
rally not comprehensive enough. They can only serve as starting-points for
more thorough-going descriptions. To be sure, the reliance on metaphor
creates its own problems, since we still have to come up with the adequate
expressions. As amateurs who clumsily imitate the work of professionals
we face the danger of “being lousy poets,” in Jack Katz’s words."” The
metaphors I employ throughout this study are therefore mere suggestions
and might be replaced by the reader’s own mots justes.

PHENOMENOLOGICAL DESCRIPTION AS SHARED KNOWLEDGE

All this is to say that doing phenomenology is not a readily-available prac-
tice. Asking empirical audiences is consequently no straightforward alter-
native: Many viewers cannot repress their prejudiced, habituated grasp of
phenomena, which inevitably obstructs their viewpoint. Nor do they have
words for their cinematic experience ready at hand. This is precisely the rea-
son why we are doing phenomenology in the first place. If suspending the
natural attitude, engaging in phenomenological reductions and providing
rigorous descriptions were easily practicable activities, there would be no
need for phenomenologists with special observational trainings, descriptive
capabilities and temporal and institutional possibilities. As Simon Glend-
inning puts it, “the unreliability of the ‘witness’ in his own case is part of
the motivation and difficulty of phenomenology.”** Anticipating possible
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finger-pointing, let me say that this argument is meant no more elitist than
an incontrovertible statement like ‘not everyone is capable of repairing a car
engine.’ Just as looking at a car engine does not automatically turn me into
a mechanic or a car engineer, to be in touch with one’s own experience does
not make me a good phenomenologist. Obviously not every phenomeno-
logical description is good phenomenology just as not every self-proclaimed
phenomenologist is practicing phenomenology.

But how, then, can we judge whether a subjective description is more
than mere subjectivistic blather? My constant high-sounding claims to
work phenomenologically notwithstanding, there is obviously no guaran-
tee of infallibility. Nevertheless there are certain criteria that distinguish
good and bad phenomenology—and the prime authorities to judge over a
successful phenomenological investigation are its readers.

First, the reader must consider the phenomenological description some-
what surprising. Phenomenology aims to uncover aspects of everyday expe-
rience that are buried beneath habituation and institutionalization and are
thus known only implicitly. Through phenomenological description we get
to ‘see’ something that was right ‘in front of our eyes’, but for which we
were in some ways ‘blind.” As a consequence, the results should have an
air of novelty—otherwise they are not good phenomenology but remain
descriptions of something familiar all along. This is all the more true in film
studies where phenomenological descriptions of emotions and cinematic
collectivity are few and far between. But novelty is not sufficient—eccentric
and utterly false descriptions can be surprising as well.

The second and crucial criterion for a successful phenomenological
description therefore demands that the established experiential ‘invariants’
should strike equal chords among others. Do the readers agree, because
they can match the description with their own experience? Or do they get
the impression that the analyst makes things up? Vivian Sobchack elabo-
rates: “The proof of an adequate phenomenological description, then, is
not whether or not the reader has actually had—or even is in sympathy
with—the meaning and value of an experience as described—but whether
or not the description is resonant and the experience’s structure sufficiently
comprehensible to a reader who might ‘possibly’ inhabit it (even if in a
differently inflected or valued way).”?! It is my hope that the subsequent
descriptions are recognizable enough to evoke embodied understanding.
There are no objective criteria of correctness in the sense of the natural sci-
ences. Only an intersubjective validation can turn the subjective description
into shared knowledge. But in order to be inter-subjectively verifiable, i.e.
shared by others, it must have been noted by a subjectively experiencing
individual first—otherwise we would have no idea of it at all.

Hence only making the descriptions public will help to find out whether
they can be called objective (as opposed to merely private) in the first place.
Herbert Spiegelberg notes: “What else can we do but first record our direct
experiences as completely as possible and then see what others in the face
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of the same phenomena have to report? Only as the result of such compar-
ing of notes (not an easy matter anyway) of these full experiences can we
even think of selecting what is public. In fact, before this is done we cannot
even say what is merely private.”?? Once written down, my phenomenologi-
cal descriptions meet the criteria of scientific validation: they are publicly
available, intersubjectively verifiable and can be repeated by anyone willing
and able to describe phenomenologically. If inadequate, this will turn out in
due time. Hence consider the phenomenological descriptions presented in
the following chapters as a starting point: they offer grounded assumptions
made available for the scrutiny of empirical research.

WHY NOT MEASURING? SOME NOTES
ON SCIENTIFIC AUDIENCE RESEARCH

For a long time, most empirical research on audience responses was done
outside of film studies, most notably in psychology and communication/
media studies. Even though in the 1990s film studies began to focus more
strongly on audiences (particularly in Janet Staiger’s historical-materialist
approach and the empirical research done in the wake of British Cultural
Studies), the inadequacies are still prevalent.?* Stephen Prince has therefore
recommended the insights of psychophysiology or neuroscience.?* This is
precisely where one part of cognitive film theory, with its strong reliance
on cognitive psychology and neuroscience, seems to be heading. The most
empirically-inclined proponents have started to include technical devices
that observe and record viewer responses: infrared cameras scanning facial
expressions; electro- or magnetoencephalography (EEG/MEG), positron
emission tomography (PET) and functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging
(fMRI) mapping brain activity; biofeedback sensors with gloves sensitive
to heart rate and skin temperature. Other physiological reactions measured
are cardiac output, blood-sugar level, palmar conductance, saliva output,
and endocrine activity.

Whatever the gains of these recordings (and there are certainly many),
they cannot overcome a significant inadequacy: they are unable to provide a
description of the viewer’s experience. Experiments in cognitive psychology,
psychophysiology and neuroscience deliver highly elaborate images, charts,
diagrams and graphs. Yet these recordings document both too much and too
little for the purposes of my study. On the one hand, a large amount of what
is recorded does not make its way into awareness. The increase of blood-
sugar level and the firing of mirror neurons certainly have a causal impact
on my experience, but I am not aware of these unconscious physiological
and neural transformations themselves. Hence, as useful as these scientific,
third-person observations are in other respects, their problem in our context
is: not everything recordable enters into a quantitative relationship with our
experience. We need description rather than explanation and causality.



How to Describe Cinematic Fear, or Why Phenomenology? 47

On the other hand, we cannot judge from these recordings what the
viewer was experiencing, precisely because the recordings are unable to
translate every aspect of conscious experience into a full-blown represen-
tation—the recording device simply documents too little. Of course, some
neuroscientists might object that the search for neural correlates is all
about finding a full-blown representation of, say, a headache and that one
day we will be able to reduce mental states to its specific neural correlates.
Until then, however, enormous technological shortcomings remain: fMRI
devices, for instance, are not only expensive, slow and not fine-grained
enough, but also very large. They can only be used under laboratory con-
ditions, precluding recordings of ecologically valid film experiences (let
alone theatrical experiences). But even if it was possible to overcome these
technological problems at some point, the idea that consciousness could
be reduced to biological processes might be far-fetched. Between the two
there might always remain an “explanatory gap”, as Joseph Levine has
called it.”

The materialist accounts of the natural sciences—and those trends in film
studies relying on them—focus exclusively on physical phenomena. They
reject everything that is not recordable: what cannot be measured does not
exist. Many rejections of phenomenological descriptions must therefore be
ascribed to such limitations. This certainly goes for vital cinematic phenom-
ena such as brooding atmospheres or the expansive lived-body experience
vis-a-vis a vast, open landscape. The natural sciences cannot—and delib-
erately do not want to—account for these experiences because they are not
measurable. As a consequence, they leave them untouched and thus ignore
some of the most precious aspects of movie-going. This is where phenom-
enology must come into play. Fortunately, to a phenomenological approach
the question whether or not the sciences can deal with these experiences is
not decisive. The crucial question is whether they are phenomena entering
awareness or not. In its characteristic openness phenomenology recognizes
everything as real that becomes part of experience, including experiences
that do not yield measurable data. If we remain methodologically open to
what is experienced, the full cinematic reality is much more wide-ranging
than what is accessible to scientific reconstruction.

One major move of my study will be to bracket the ‘objective’ anatomi-
cal body (Kérper) of the natural sciences with its bones and brains, nerves
and neurons and focus on the ‘subjective’ phenomenological concept of the
lived body (Leib) as the site of experience. When I talk about the viewer’s
embodiment or bodily stimulation 1 predominantly refer to the latter. To be
sure, the experienced lived body and the scientific physiological body over-
lap. Objectively measurable transformations of the physiological body—
increased heart-rate or sweaty palms—can certainly become obvious in
moments of cinematic fear. But the subjectively lived body is at the same
much more than this. When we feel pulled down in sorrow, opened up to
the world in joy, constricted in fear we cannot measure these phenomena.
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But if we by-pass them as ‘pseudo-problems’ or ‘metaphysical,” we brush
aside a good deal of cinema’s most intriguing aspects.

EXPANDING FILM PHENOMENOLOGY

To make one thing abundantly clear: I do not argue that phenomenology
should replace other approaches. And I am far from rejecting the validity of
cognitivist research. Phenomenology can happily co-exist with cognitivism
simply because both present different questions and for that reason bring
forth different answers. What I do claim is that the picture would be unfin-
ished, unintelligible, left with white spots, if we solely rely on cognitivst
strategies of explanation and causality and do not fill out the picture by
phenomenology’s detailed descriptions of experience. Not unsurprisingly
considering its marginal status within film studies, phenomenology itself
has left many parts of the painting untouched. This is why I consider it
necessary to expand its current scope in three directions.

1) Film Form and Style: Phenomenological scrutiny is rarely directed
towards film form and style, i.e. the way specific aesthetic strategies are
related to specific viewing experiences. Clearly, our cinematic experience
depends on the prime intentional object, the film. If this intentional object
varies, so will our experience. The atmosphere of a movie changes when
it takes place at night and not in plain daylight, in a constricted, laby-
rinth-like cellar and not in an open landscape. Disgust feels different when
the slimy creature is shown in a close-up accompanied by repellent sound
effects rather than in a silent panoramic shot. And the shock of an explod-
ing time-bomb will be more effective if the bang disrupts a moment of
silence rather than loud chaos. Experiences are deliberately produced, but
filmmakers often rely on tacit practices rather than explicit understanding
how to create these experiences. Phenomenology focuses on experiences
and is therefore inclined towards the aesthetic recipient (Rezeptionsdsthe-
tik) rather than the aesthetic product (Produktionsdsthetik). But the view-
er’s experience cannot be uncoupled from the intentional object. Hence it
won’t suffice to describe the viewer’s experience; it will be necessary to take
into account the ways horror movies and thrillers are intertwined with it.
In other words, we need to describe phenomenologically the experience of
various formal and stylistic strategies.

2) Emotions: Emotions have hardly played a role in film phenomenology so
far. However, emotions merit a closer, non-cognitivist look. Fear in its dif-
ferent shades of horror, dread, terror and shock is such a dominant factor
in contemporary cinema that phenomenological descriptions are overdue.
Again, I will sharply differentiate between the clinical, scientific account
of emotions with its emphasis on causality and the phenomenological
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description of an emotional experience. In my account it won’t be important
which neurophysiological mechanisms are operative or what the biochemi-
cal substratum of emotions looks like. The focus will be on the subjective
lived-body and social experience.

As defined in my introduction, the emotional experience can be described
as a phenomenological metamorphosis—a transformation of our lived
body and the world we relate to emotionally. The transformative process
is manifest in the etymology of the word ‘emotion’ which derives from the
Latin ‘emovere’ in which the notion of ‘to move’ and the prefix for ‘out’ are
combined. The emotional experience is embedded in everyday life, but also
stands out from it. When we are ‘gripped,’ ‘moved,’ ‘carried away’ by a film,
we are dis-located from a non-emotional into an emotional experience.?®

In the movie theater, the metamorphosis occurs when our routine, tacit
intertwinement with the filmic world in a frightening moment of shock,
horror or terror becomes problematic. Suddenly, both poles of the double
structure of conscious experience are affected: the inner experiential dimen-
sion and the outer interactional dimension, the lived body and our relation
to the filmic world (and the other viewers). In emotional experience, aspects
of the body are foregrounded that usually remain outside of awareness:
one turns, sensually rather than via thought, toward background corpo-
real foundations of the self. Moreover, our intertwinement with the film
changes insofar as once a movie is experienced as frightening, the relation
between viewer and film tends towards fascinated attachment (I will speak
of immersion) or overwhelmed detachment (I will call it extrication). How-
ever, in most cases these bodily and interactional transformations do not
enter direct awareness, even if we are peripherally conscious of the meta-
morphosis. To repeat, a non-reflective experience is not an unconscious
one; being conscious does not necessitate self-consciousness. Through phe-
nomenological reflection after the fact this state is nonetheless describable.

Clearly, frightening films belong to the movies with the strongest trans-
formative potential. Chapters 3 to 7 will try to pave a way into the vast and
mostly unexplored field of frightening and shocking emotional experiences
in the movie theater. For this purpose I will frequently draw on the mon-
umental work of German phenomenologist Hermann Schmitz, a scholar
almost unknown in English-speaking countries and mostly neglected in
his native country as well.?” Schmitz’ New Phenomenology (Neue Phin-
omenologie) is responsible for some of the most sensitive, detailed and
illuminating descriptions of emotional experiences we have.?® Chapters 3
to 7 contain close looks at the most significant fearful aesthetic strategies
and affects: direct and suggested horror, shock, dread, and terror. Since I
take into account both formal and experiential aspects, the current (rather
rudimentary) taxonomy of these aesthetic strategies and their concomitant
lived-body experiences will not be left untouched. Earlier text-based inves-
tigations characterized aesthetic strategies almost exclusively along nar-
rative or formal lines, leaving the intended experiential differences aside.
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The phenomenological section will be an exercise in concept formation and
redefinition. Concepts are crucial for perceiving, remembering, talking and
thinking about specific objects and events in the world. As such they are
indispensable in academic debates as much as in everyday life. I prefer the
prototype view of concepts: I assume that instances of a concept vary in
the degree to which they share certain properties, and consequently vary in
the degree to which they represent the concept.?’ There are prototypes that
epitomize the concept, whereas other instances are not as typical and still
others are even less representative etc.

This analytic dissection is not without pitfalls. It neatly separates what
during the act of viewing succeeds or seamlessly blends into each other (e.g.,
dread and terror) and often occurs simultaneously (e.g., shock and horror),
with mutual influence and reinforcing consequences. Studying them in ide-
alized isolation as prototypes is problematic insofar as they always stand
in a specific relation to each other and their environment. My remapping
of frightening aesthetic strategies will therefore have to allow for blurs and
overlaps if an overly sterile taxonomy is to be avoided. Plus, I see the defini-
tions of my concepts as open-ended and corrigible rather than fixed and ex
cathedra.

3) Reception Surroundings: My third and last point of critique refers to
phenomenology’s focus on the film experience and its simultaneous neglect
of the theatrical experience. The interrelation of viewer and film is never a
solitary engagement; nor does it take place in a spatial vacuum. Our expe-
rience always involves other recipients just as it implies specific viewing
surroundings. As a consequence, the aesthetic object that we encounter in
the movie theater with others is not identical with the one we watch alone
at home—even if both rely on the same work of art.3® When we sit in the
movie theater what we could broadly call the ‘social atmosphere’ always co-
determines our encounter with the film. In negative terms, co-viewers imply
distractions caused by incessant talking, ill-timed laughing or inapt odors.
In positive terms, the aesthetic object is perceived in common, creating a
bond among the viewers. In the theater comprehending an aesthetic object
means grasping-together. The cinematic experience can help to establish
special kinds of collectivity. Describing these various feelings of belonging-
ness will be a major goal of subsequent chapters.

Moreover, the cinemagoer is not a dis-embodied consciousness free-
floating in a spatial vacuum. As an embodied being he or she is always part
of the reception surroundings, influencing it as well as being influenced
by it. Consequently, it is never the film alone that shapes our experience.
The heat T feel on a warm summer day in a movie theater without air-
conditioning has an effect on my cinematic experience just as the backache
that troubles me when I have to endure an eight-hour Andy Warhol movie
on a wooden seat. We cannot ignore these influences if we aim to give a
complete account of the experience of frightening films.
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As a pure concept the film experience is an ideal. It is nothing but a
heuristically established subcategory of the theatrical experience which
merges film experience, audience and viewing surroundings into a single
whole. If we take this fact seriously, we have to abandon descriptions that
rely predominantly on an artificially marked-off encounter between specta-
tor and aesthetic object. Restricting the cinematic experience to a solitary
encounter between viewer and film is ultimately incomplete and reductive.
The phenomenological description of the film experience therefore needs
to be rounded out by phenomenological descriptions of diverse theatrical
experiences. This will be the focus of the next chapter in which I look at
one specific site of reception: the multiplex cinema. Before I delve into the
phenomenology of the five types of fear, it seems necessary to clarify in
what way the cinema in general—and the multiplex in specific—influences
and skews our experience and pleasure of these emotions. We will see that
the multiplex favors a particularly strong immersive and individualizing
experience that enhances the film’s emotional impact, while at the same
time allowing for specific kinds of collectivity. Among the prerequisites for
these multiplex characteristics is the comparatively strong active and pas-
sive attention of the theatrical situation—the aspect that I will deal with at
the beginning of the next chapter.



2 Multiplexperiences

Individualized Immersion
and Collective Feelings

[ insist that the film text be read in the architectural context of its
reception rather than as an autonomous aesthetic product.

(Anne Friedberg)'

[T]here is no substitute for seeing a film in the theater. As scared as
you might get sitting at home watching a flickering image, I think
there’s something more enveloping about the theater.

(Joe Dante)?

ENHANCED ATTENTION: AESTHETIC
ATTITUDE AND ABSORPTION IN THE CINEMA

The heightened attention of aesthetic experience in general and the theat-
rical film experience in specific can be defined as a double movement—a
reciprocity of subject and aesthetic object: I actively move towards the inten-
tional object but I am also passively approached by it. On the one hand, I
devote myself to the object in active attention: attention radiates from me.
On the other hand, I experience the object pushing towards me and luring
me into a state of passive attention: my attention is captivated. In the first
case attention control is self-controlled; through my own effort I remain
attentive. In the second case it is other-controlled; attention is achieved
rather effortlessly. Aesthetic experience can never be exclusively one or the
other but always consists of both sides—albeit to varying degrees. Hence-
forth T will use the traditional term aesthetic attitude for active attention.
The notion aesthetic absorption will indicate passive attention. In the fol-
lowing paragraphs I show how I literally move towards the film and thus
actively assume an aesthetic attitude and how the cinema—and the multi-
plex in particular—support the movie to captivate my passive attention.

Active Attention: Aesthetic Attitude

What distinguishes aesthetic experience from mundane, non-aesthetic
experience and therefore makes it particularly effective in its affective
dimension is the specific stance we adopt towards the world: an aesthetic
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attitude. What sets aesthetic attitude apart from other activities is our dis-
interested perceptual attentiveness to objects. Aesthetic experience is not
a simple stimulus-response mechanism, but a voluntary encounter with an
object that becomes an aesthetic object only through our active attention to
it. If we focus on its perceptible properties and phenomenal characteristics
and put its functional purpose out of gear, we can turn every object into
an aesthetic one. Think of a chair. If we sit on it in order to study the lat-
est book by, say, David Bordwell, we use the chair as a functional tool for
other ends. If we forget Bordwell and lend our attention to the chair as a
chair and remain disinterested in its function, it might enable an aesthetic
experience. Mikel Dufrenne therefore argues in favor of an involvement for
its own sake: “it is only when the spectator decides to exist wholly for the
work, in accordance with a perception which is resolved to remain nothing
but perception, that the object appears before him as an aesthetic object.”

Of course, this is also true for works of art. As a material thing the
work of art can be used for all kinds of purposes: a Walker Evans photog-
raphy might decorate a wall; a portrait by John Singer Sargent could be
used to identify an historical individual; a Nirvana song might be employed
to drown the neighbor’s noise. Phenomenologists and phenomenology-
inflected theorists like Dufrenne, Roman Ingarden and Wolfgang Iser have
persistently underscored that the work of art needs a perceiver with an
aesthetic attitude to become an aesthetic object.* The former is merely the
structural foundation of the latter. If no one perceives the projection of
The Exorcist, the film remains a material thing: its colors become light
vibrations, its music and dialogues sound waves. A frightening movie as
the intentional object of an aesthetic experience is completed, concretized,
actualized only by the perceiving recipient who—through this constituting
activity—turns the film into an aesthetic object.

However, in aesthetic attitude we also change. Constituting the aesthetic
object implies a self-constitution: consciousness now tacitly understands
itself as being properly attuned, as it were, for the possibility of further aes-
thetic experience. The more I lay myself open to the film, the more sensitive
will T be to its effects. This implies more than merely being conscious of
something—it means that we associate ourselves with it.> Adopting an aes-
thetic attitude implies that I attach myself to the aesthetic object and delib-
erately put myself in a position to be affected by it. I temporarily set aside
the goal-oriented, instrumental attitude of everyday life and allow myself
to be sensitive and vulnerable to what the aesthetic object might ‘do’ to me.
Freed for roughly two hours from the pushes-and-pulls and pressures of
non-aesthetic life, the cinematic viewer is open for other priorities. Only if
I pay active attention and open myself to the object, I can be affected by it
at all. Ordinary language has a rich vocabulary referring to this affective
dimension: we say that a film ‘touches,” ‘moves,” ‘overwhelms,’ ‘captivates’
or ‘spellbinds’ us. In German one even talks about the film moving towards
me: Der Film geht mir nabe. Deliberately directed at us, the film ‘takes us
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seriously’ it is made for us and hence literally there for us. Artistically pre-
focused and selected, the film’s approach is often made to affect us bodily:
in the movie theater some genres are named precisely after their affective
dimension—the horror film and the thriller are prime examples.®

Going to the movies implies a number of deliberate decisions that prepare
an aesthetic attitude. In contrast to the 1940s, the heyday of movie-going in
the U.S., watching television has long replaced the movies as the prime habit
in terms of media consumption. Since the cinema is not engaged habitually
anymore, moviegoers make much more conscious decisions when they leave
their homes and drive to the theater. They choose a film they are convinced
will affect them in a certain way. Surrendering to a specific timetable pre-
determined by the theater management, they give up the control they would
have watching a DVD at home. They stand in line and pay several dollars.
They enter the auditorium with dozens of other viewers. They tacitly agree
to spend the next 90 or so minutes in a rigidly marked time slot that they
know will bound them silently and motionless to their seats. Additionally,
the fact that the viewer is willing to devote his or her active attention to the
film can be judged from the changed atmosphere after the movie trailers
and the advertisements. People start to sit quietly. Cell phones are turned
off. Interaction between the spectators comes gradually to a halt.

The geographical distance, the choice of film, the financial investment,
the implicit collectivity, the knowledge of considerable time spent in the
theater with appropriate social behavior—all this suggests that the viewer
wants to open up to the movie in aesthetic attitude. Active attention comes
to light even more clearly when we compare it to the way we frequently
choose a movie on TV. We often turn on the TV with no particular inten-
tion or goal. We channel-surf, follow the flow of television and eventually
bump into a film by accident. While we actively go and leave for the mov-
ies, we passively sit in front of the television. These differences in aesthetic
attitude influence the power of frightening movies.

Passive Attention: Aesthetic Absorption

Even if active attention never stops, once the movie starts passive atten-
tion largely takes over: we are absorbed by the film. Recalling the cinema’s
spatial structure, we find a number of factors supporting passive attention.
We sit in a dark room. The only source of light is the illuminated screen.
The main sources of sound are the speakers. The horizontally arranged
seats face the dominating screen, thus restricting and minimizing perspec-
tive alternatives. Our eyes naturally turn to areas of light and are attracted
by motion. The arrangement of rows and seats discourages bodily move-
ment. Hence there is little with which we could actively distract ourselves.
The attraction of seeing and hearing is indeed so strong that we have to
become active in order to avoid it—a fact that has a considerable weight in
terms of frightening movies. The enforced attraction of the screen is par-
ticularly apparent in fearful scenes of horror that we try to resist watching
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by looking away. As Linda Singer notes: “[I]t is hard to keep one’s eyes
diverted for long [and] resist the movement by which the eyes return to
the screen and remain there horrified, but nonetheless fascinated. What
explains this phenomenon, in part, is that in a situation where we are cut
off from our habitual urgencies and commitments, we cannot help but look
at the screen because there is very little else to do.””

Yet absorption is supported not only by the spatial situation; the tempo-
ral condition also has its share. In the movie theater we give ourselves over
to an unstoppable and uncontrollable temporal sequence: “a segment, usu-
ally between 1% and two hours, is marked off by a very strong caesura at
either end (lights down—projection of film—Ilights up) giving the spectator
a sense of closure and enclosure more radical than either watching televi-
sion, a play or listening to a concert or the radio is able to produce,” Thomas
Elsaesser writes.® Neither can we stop the relentlessly forward-moving pro-
jection; nor can we change the predetermined narration. A film watched in
a theater is set and unchangeable—it is an unwavering intention.’ In con-
trast, the interactive spectatorship of watching a film on DVD allows for
jumps to different chapters, fast forwards and backwards and what Laura
Mulvey calls “delayed cinema”: the slowing down of the film through inter-
ruptions, breaks, stills, repetitions and slow-motion. With the new technol-
ogies of home viewing the spectator gains considerable control—Mulvey
even talks about the satisfaction of the “spectator’s desire for mastery and
will to power”—over the inexorable flow of the film at 24 frames per sec-
ond.’ What is more, halting the image and repeating sequences can result
in a relieving shift of consciousness between temporalities, bringing to the
fore a different relation to the image: the fiction might dissolve and the time
of the registration can become foregrounded.!! In other words, the indexi-
cal quality and the ‘then-and-there-ness’ of the filmic image dominate over
the ‘here-and-now-ness’ of the narrative’s own temporality. The remote-
controlled mastery over the film’s otherwise smooth linearity and narrative
drive forward has a specifically relieving effect with regard to the cinema
of fear. As we shall see, in the movie theater our inability to do anything
against the film’s narrative determinacy is one source of fear.

On the other hand, spectators enjoy the theatrical experience precisely
because they can relegate the need for choice and decision to the film. This
peculiar temporal character of watching a film in the movie theater becomes
even more apparent when contrasted with the act of reading. In reading we
have an even higher degree of control over time and pace than in watching
a DVD. We can always stop or digress into daydreaming—there is nothing
we would miss. Precisely because we can untangle ourselves more easily
from the written world, reading is also more active attention in the sense
that we must continuously decide anew whether we stay with the book.
This is particularly obvious in overwhelming scenes of horror and disgust
which sometimes make us force ourselves to keep on reading. Hence in
the movie theater horror and disgust seem to happen to us passively, while
reading a Peter Straub or Stephen King novel often creates the impression
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that we actively inflict horror and disgust on ourselves. The comparison
to literature also points to another aspect of the movies: the reliance on
direct perception rather than indirect language-inspired imagination. In
the movie theater comparatively passive perception is primary and rela-
tively active imagination comes in only second place. And even when strong
imaginations are brought into play, they are often forced upon us rather
than actively made up, as the section on suggested horror will show.

Moreover, the collective viewing situation also favors an atmosphere of
passive attention. First of all, it suggests following the movie to its end. A
film on TV is easily stopped if it is too boring or too frightening. Leaving
the theater not only implies questioning the whole decision-making process
described above, but also evokes a potentially shameful situation in front of
other viewers. Second, cultural norms create an atmosphere that promotes
being attentive insofar as the reactions of others rarely interfere. In the
U.S. incessant talking or crying out loud is usually not-well received. When
someone does not follow the rules of self-discipline, others discipline him
or her. Third, passive attention is supported by the fact that the viewer does
not have to control responsive action in the same way as in more socially
interactive situations. The viewer can indulge in the film with little reflec-
tion on the image of self that he or she anticipates creating for the others.
The participant of a more socially interactive situation, such as a private
video or DVD party, where part of the appeal derives from the possibility
to make comments and ask questions, cannot just passively look. He or
she has to be on the lookout for emotional and bodily responses to a much
greater degree than the viewer in the anonymous darkness of the cinema.!?
(Chapter 5 on cinematic shock will show, however, that we are not com-
pletely freed from the pressure to actively respond.)

Once we have made up our minds to buy a ticket, the structural fea-
tures of the movie theater strips us of further burdens to choose. The
focused active and passive attention eliminates what psychologists call
‘the paradox of choice, i.e., the fact that in advanced modern cultures
the amount of choice—one of the hallmarks of individual freedom and
self-determination—can become an overburdening problem.”> We are not
forced to think what else could T do and what else do I miss? The power of
the movies takes over. We have put ourselves in a position of relative passiv-
ity which dramatically restricts our options: mostly sitting and watching.'*
While this is true for the cinema in general, the multiplex experience skews
us even stronger towards attention.

MULTIPLEX EXPERIENCE: ENHANCED
ABSORPTION, INDIVIDUALIZATION, EMOTION

In what follows I will look at the material object of the multiplex from
a third-person perspective, as it were ‘objectively from outside.” T shall
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describe what is specific in terms of construction and interior design, tech-
nology and theater policy (insofar as it concerns the viewing process). But
this objectivist view can only be a preliminary step. Phenomenology rejects
analyses of objects isolated from their relation to someone experiencing
it. The phenomena of experience are always connected to and correlated
with the mode of experience. We could enumerate all the multiplex charac-
teristics in the world—this objectivist list would tell us nothing about the
viewing experience. It is therefore necessary to look at the object also, so to
speak, ‘subjectively from inside.” We have to describe the way the viewer-as-
subject perceptually and experientially engages the multiplex-as-object.!

This implies a special emphasis on the aspect of embodiment. The term
embodiment describes the process of experiencing and making sense as a
sensual human being in the world, as someone who lives inside and acts
with a body. The viewer as embodied subject is never neutral to his or her
surroundings. First, the viewer encounters the multiplex multi-dimension-
ally. We do not just look from a nowhere-position onto a two-dimensional
screen, but take a seat inside a three-dimensional auditorium. Second,
through the body the individual expresses him- or herself and thereby
changes the surroundings. When we scream, others will hear us. When
our neighbors talk, we might feel disturbed. And third, the viewer grasps
the world in the cinema multi-sensually. Not just the eyes and the ears are
engaged; the cinematic experience addresses the other senses as well. Think
of the popcorn smell or an uncomfortable backrest.

As an overly familiar routine practice, awareness of the multiplex is
clouded by habituation. Since familiarity tends to cover over what is most
significant in our relations with the world, it will prove helpful to engage in
occasional acts of de-familiarization. Confronting today’s multiplex with
the cinematic habits of the past, the multiplex will turn out to be one his-
torical exhibition option among many—an option that differs consider-
ably from the nickelodeon, the movie palace, or the drive-in. In order to
extrapolate the specific viewing experience of the multiplex, we have to
keep an eye on the changes that the boom of refurbishing old multiplexes
and building new ‘megaplexes’ in the late 1980s and especially the mid-
1990s brought to viewing habits. The introduction of these novelties stands
as a key factor for the success of the new multiplex theaters—and thus for
the renaissance of cinemagoing in general. A strong feeling existed that the
‘old” was not adequate anymore and that something ‘new’ had to lure the
audiences back.

Individualized Absorption

Two tendencies are intertwined in the multiplex. First, there is a move-
ment towards individualization: the individual has increasing potential
for private, idiosyncratic interaction with the film, while the presence of
other viewers is reduced.’® Second, there is a trend towards an even deeper
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absorption than known from other viewing venues. Both tendencies depend
on each other. The audience’s individualization allows the viewer to relate
more strongly to the film—and the viewer’s stronger relation to the film
results in increased individualization during the act of viewing. The multi-
plex marks a tendency away from a more socializing theatrical experience
to an increasingly individualizing film experience.!”

a) Seats and Seating: One of the most palpable innovations of the multiplex
concerns the seats and the seating. Seats are soft-cushioned and often bouncy,
thus reducing distractions caused by more hard and immobile seats. The seat as
a tool for film viewing becomes more easily ‘incorporated.” The soft-cushioned
seat is more easily absorbed as a symbiotic extension, which permits us to
direct attention more fully towards the film. We experience the film through
the seat; there is very little experience of the seat. Compare this to the Ameri-
can cinemas of the 1970s with their hard-backed, cushionless seats of plastic.
Or compare it to India, where some seats are made of cement!'® In smaller
theaters the almost seamless fusion between body and seat is frequently rup-
tured, thus turning the seat into an ‘other.” This happens when someone sitting
behind us, pushes or kicks against our seat. As a result the intruder almost
literally becomes a ‘pain in the neck.” Other instances include the ‘struggle’ for
the armrest or the accidental foot contact with one’s neighbor. These interrup-
tions are often the cause for an upsurge of irritation, an emotion not derived
from our filmic interaction. It disturbs our emotional involvement with the
movie by drawing attention, at least partly, away from the screen. The film
stops functioning as the sole source of our emotional experience.

In order to avoid bodily collisions the multiplex introduced increased
arm- and legroom, thus blowing up, as it were, the imaginary ‘space bubble’
which surrounds every viewer. By increasing the space not to be trespassed
by others, the multiplex at the same time prevents the viewer from entering
the neighbor’s territory. Bodily contacts with spectators to the right and
left, back and front are reduced. Viewers are not as easily ‘in touch’ with
each other. This tendency is further increased by the propensity to choose
seats away from others. What some critics rather condescendingly lament
as the multiplex’ social coldness and anonymity, for many viewers might
be one of its attractive aspects. These spectators cherish what V.F. Perkins
calls the movie theater’s “public privacy.”"’

But the intrusion of other viewers does not only occur via direct physical
contact. Consider the sense of vision. One of the key innovations was the
sloped stadium seating. As a consequence, practically all seats guarantee
excellent sight towards the screen. There is no danger of tall neighbors in
front blocking the view and intruding into one’s field of vision; nor is there
a danger of people blocking the projection. One is rarely forced to ask a tall
person in front to “move down a bit,” personal approaches to foreigners are
unnecessary. Again, the film is supposed to be central to the experience—
not our social interactions.
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b) Air-Conditioning: Air-conditioning became part of many American the-
aters in the 1930s. And by 1950 almost three out of four theaters were air-
conditioned.?’ But the fact that air-conditioning is not necessarily part of
every viewing experience even today is easily shown. We only have to think
of our private home-viewings. The main function of air-conditioning is to
keep the room temperature at a pleasant level. Since the temperature does
not change, the sense of warmth or coldness does not come to the fore and
thus the room does not interfere with the viewer’s feeling of being comfort-
ably at home in the cinematic space. This is important: Since the viewer
is not distracted by an unpleasant bodily feeling, he or she can stay cap-
tivated by the movie and thus be stimulated emotionally and corporeally
first and foremost by the film. (This is not to say that overactive, ice-cold
air-conditionings never disturb the viewer’s attention!) Air-conditioning
has a second effect: it keeps the audience from sweating and thus from pen-
etrating other viewers’ senses with unpleasant odors. This stands in stark
contrast to beginning of the 20™ century, when a substantial discourse was
circulating about the odor of working-class patrons that violated the deco-
rum of middle-class viewers.

¢) Tidiness: The tendency to diminish smells and keep the room tempera-
ture steady is in line with another characteristic: tidiness as a response to
surveys in which audiences listed dirty theaters as their biggest complaint.?!
Sticky floors were among the reasons why people over 35-years-old turned
their backs on movie theaters by the late 1970s and early 1980s. Con-
sequently, tidiness became part of the policy and the attraction of most
multiplex cinemas. Preventing the spilling of sticky soft drinks, the cup
holders on many multiplex seats can be seen as a pars pro toto tool of this
policy. Drawing on Mary Douglas’ concept of purity, Phil Hubbard argues
that deep-seated anxieties about the despoilment of body and self through
dirt draw the viewers to the clean space of the multiplex: “multiplexes are
popular with specific audiences because they allow them to develop a clear
sense of ontological security, knowing that they can enjoy an evening out
without the boundaries of their body being brought into question by poten-
tial pollutants.”?

d) Interior Design: Since its inception in the 1960s and its spreading in the
following decade, the old generation of multiplex cinemas had been dis-
tinguished from earlier theaters partly by its reduced and minimalist inte-
rior design. The vocabulary used to describe their auditoria ranged from
“unimaginative” to “dull.” Especially in comparison to the lush, luxuri-
ous movie palaces of the 1920s the interior design of the earlier generation
of multiplexes faded. Interestingly, this has not changed much with the
new multiplexes of the late 1980s and 1990s. While the exterior architec-
ture witnessed a change that, at least to a certain degree, tried to achieve
some grandeur, the interior design of the new multiplex auditoria stayed
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functional at best. The auditoria of the movie palaces were often deco-
rated with huge frescoes on the ceiling and contained highly ornamented
walls with stucco, rococo-like pillars or pilasters in renaissance-style. The
movie palace was a design feast for the eye. As Siegfried Kracauer under-
scored in 1926, the function of the lush inside was precisely to distract the
viewer: “The interior design of the movie theaters serves one sole purpose:
to rivet the audience’s attention to the peripheral so that they will not sink
into the abyss.”?3

Not so the multiplex. The function of its design is to direct the viewer
to the screen and nowhere else. Its minimalist interior reduces visual dis-
traction; it does not let the spectator’s gaze wander and wonder in amaze-
ment. Since our vision is not identical with the film and we always see
more than just the screen, it makes a difference whether the visual fringes
of perception are kept neutral or not. On the one hand, there is the multi-
plex auditorium in which the walls are dark, monochrome, and flat. The
reflected light from the screen is absorbed. Little visual tension exists at
our visual fringes. On the other hand, the movie-palace had multi-colored
walls. Often the auditorium was painted with white and gold—colors that
reflected the light from the screen. Due to the decoration, the structure of
the walls was uneven, creating visual tension and thus attracting attention
of its own. Whereas the visual background stays unobtrusive in the multi-
plex, it pushed to the fore in the movie-palace.

The movie-palaces with their aura of fantasy and grandeur were designed
and decorated to create a disarming atmosphere that would loosen the ties
to the habitual world and offer entrance into another world.?* In the multi-
plex this task is referred almost wholly to the film. In the multiplex we don’t
go to the movies—but to see a movie. We do not dwell in the building—but
in the film.

e) Noise: By the 1980s talking and constant commotion had become the
norm in the old shoebox multiplexes of the mall. Disagreeing with this
tendency, theater owners began to react. At the end of the 1980s the Union
Station multiplex in Washington, D.C., for instance, took the following
measures: “Noisy patrons are issued one warning and then asked to leave
without a refund. Ushers make the rounds of the nine auditoria every
twenty minutes. One complaint and the usher remains through the rest
of the program. Managers open half of the shows with a simple welcome
and a reminder of the ‘no talking’ policy,” Douglas Gomery recounts.?
These measures and other analogous attempts to secure a quiet audience in
the multiplex try to create an experience comparable to the movie palaces
of the 1920s, which similarly worked to install ‘tasteful’ spectatorship. In
the movie palaces it was so dark and ushers were so observant that silence
became an obligatory part of the decorum. This tendency away from the
unruly crowd of the old multiplex towards the quieter, disciplined audience
of the new multiplex is an expression of a change in regard to what audi-
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ences (and theater owners) expect from the practice of movie-going. Of
course, bourgeois discipline is not always the case. There are a number of
cases where talking is quite common.?® What is important for my argument
is not so much whether there is some talking or no talking at all, but rather
that there is a tendency to talk less.

f) Screen and Screening: During the 1990s a number of improvements in
screening quality took place. First, the screens got bigger which reduces the
sense that a machine mediates the film. A less alienated viewing experience
was achieved, moreover, by eliminating a phenomenon called “keyston-
ing.” Douglas Gomery explains: “By shoehorning as many auditoria [ . . . ]
as possible into a corner of a shopping center, projection booths rarely
lined up with the screen. That is, one booth served two or more spaces, so
the images invariably came out with one-half of the movie larger than the
other.”?” Finally, improvement of the projection was also arrived at through
curved screens. They do not only reflect the light and color directly back
onto the audience, thus making the image brighter, but also enable a more
precise focus of the image.

g) Sound: Arguably the most important feature of the multiplex theater is
its advanced sound technology. Three aspects stand out: surround sound,
the use of loudness, and the elimination of sound not originating from the
film. These characteristics are so significant that some observers consider
the once taken-for-granted dominance of the visible strongly challenged
by the audible. One of the key technological innovations of the 1990s was
the introduction of digital sound. Complex soundtracks can now be repro-
duced at almost zero distortion and noises are reduced even after various
screenings. The introduction of digital sound also had a strong effect on the
spreading of surround sound. Although surround sound has been around
since the mid-1970s, the introduction of digital sound took the analogue
Dolby sound systems one step further and turned high-class digital sur-
round systems into an essential part of the multiplex brand.

The availability of multichannel technology enables filmmakers to
explore off-screen sound both in the front and the rear of the audito-
rium, which implies a dramatic expansion of narrative space.?® The one-
directional, monophonic sound originating from the center of the screen
made way for a multi-directional sound coming from different parts of
the auditorium. This sound system emphasizes the three-dimensionality of
the cinematic space. The resulting surround effect enables a bathing (if not
drowning) of the viewer in an ocean of music, sound, and dialogue. While
the viewer was originally placed before the filmic space, he or she was now
placed inside of it.

Another essential characteristic is the use of loudness.?” Again, this ten-
dency was enabled by technological innovation. The new digital sound track
permits acoustic pressure ten times as high (110-118 dB) as its analogue
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equivalent (90-95 dB). Acoustic pressure can now be boosted up to a level
that is close to the human pain threshold (120-130 dB). An important
result is the tendency to enhance passive attention and individualize the
viewer. Two reasons interrelate. First, loudness draws the viewer’s atten-
tion towards the film. Sound does not remain at a distance but forcefully
penetrates. Plus, we cannot shut our ears the same way as we can shut our
eyes. If loud enough, moreover, sound grabs the viewers’ body even beyond
the purely audible—thus underscoring the fact that we do not only hear
with our ears (as the focal organs of our hearing) but with our whole body.
Contemporary sound systems are powerful enough to move an amount of
air that can ‘hit’ the spectator with sound, and thus make him or her expe-
rience the film with a far greater degree of physical involvement than ever
before. But loudness also has a second effect: it guarantees that other sound
sources are drowned. This, in turn, has ramifications for the social aspect
of moviegoing: it becomes more complicated to talk as well as to listen to
one’s neighbor. Hence the individualizing effect. Whereas at the beginning
of the century the nickelodeon served as a vehicle for informal socializing,
this is not the purpose of the multiplex.

The third novelty regards distraction through unintentional noise. In the
1970s and early 1980s one of the major annoyances had been the spilling
over of sound from other auditoria.3® The viewer could be distracted from
following an intimate dialogue passage from Terms of Endearment (1983)
by gunshot noise from Scarface (1983). This problem was solved when the
inadequately padded walls made way for soundproof walls. Sound-absor-
bent material was installed to minimize unwanted echo and reverberation.
And the noise produced by air-conditioning equipment and projectors was
quieted through improved sound insulation.?! The result of the latter was
the riddance of an oft-described aspect of older movie theaters, namely the
rattling sound of the projector. In all cases, the idea was that distractions
should be minimized. Sound was supposed to originate from the film and
not from other sources.

In sum, there is a tendency to interfere as little as possible. Due to the
construction of the auditorium, its interior design, the technology and the-
ater policy used the viewer fuses easily with the surroundings and is quite
effortlessly absorbed by the film.

An Enhanced Emotional Experience

The high degree of passive attention explains why frightening aesthetic
elements are so powerful precisely at the multiplex. The less other aspects
of the theatrical experience become focal objects, the more the film will
turn into the primary object. At the multiplex it is first and foremost the
film that sets into motion our emotions. To describe how frightening mov-
ies affect us powerfully will be the purpose of subsequent chapters. At this
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point I want to show how the cinematic situation makes possible—and the
multiplex enhances—a pleasurable emotional experience in the first place.
This requires a short detour into the field of emotions.

Researchers have long agreed that a major function of emotions is com-
munication.’> My lived body communicates through my emotions most
conspicuously via three interrelated and often simultaneously occurring
forms: facial expressions, vocal expressions, and bodily postures and move-
ments. These emotional expressions cannot gallop away unbridled. They
are subject to cultural norms and display rules. These norms and rules
proscribe and prescribe specific emotional displays for certain situations
and thus indicate the adequacy or impropriety of emotions.?* In the movie
theater this is just as true as elsewhere: the expression of emotions stops
where other viewers feel bothered. To be sure, cinematic norms vary. While
it was not uncommon to consume alcohol and exhibit drunken behavior in
early nickelodeons, this would cause an outcry nowadays. Accounts that
describe the movie theater as a place where one can give the emotions full
and free expression are exaggerations.

Through socialization and habituation these cultural norms and display
rules are firmly established. We do not need to actively remember them: the
passive threat of the highly intersubjective emotion of shame keeps us from
forgetting. The self is subconsciously looking at and listening to him- or
herself, as it were, with the eyes and ears of the other. In negative instances
this unreflective position becomes conscious: the individual realizes that
he or she has failed to shape behavior according to the cultural norms and
consequently feels exposed. This can happen easily in emotional situations
whose foregrounding of the body implies a particularly strong form of
social visibility. These instances of standing out negatively are experienced
as shame. Gone is the taken-for-granted feeling of being folded into the cul-
tural fabric of the group so as not to be subject to its devastating gaze.>*

While this applies to all social circumstances, in the movie theater we
confront a specific situation. The cinema owes its attractiveness, among
other things, to its ability to partially relieve us from the burden of social
interaction and the threat of shame. This is the case even though we sit
there with dozens, sometimes even hundreds of other people. The reason?
I call it the cinema’s hiding effect. For one, there is the pervasive darkness
that envelopes us. We instantaneously realize that the dark has a function
beyond enabling the projection once the lights are nor switched off. V.F.
Perkins points out: “The deterioration of the image on the screen matters
far less than the absence of the ‘shield” which darkness customarily offers.
The erection of the shield seems to be the precondition of involvement.”3’
The few light sources not only enable us to direct attention to the screen
while simultaneously concealing potentially distracting others from our
view. They also cloak us in darkness and give us protection from their view.
Due to the darkness the gaze of others—or, to be more precise, the viewer’s
imagination of this gaze—is less devastating.
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While darkness—just as unidirectional seating—is an aspect that char-
acterizes the cinematic situation in general, the multiplex amplifies the
hiding effect. The sloped stadium seating supports invisibility because I
can comfortably hide behind the backrest so that others have less view-
ing access. The generous arm- and legroom keeps the neighbors at bay.
The loudness partially drowns my own noises. And the strong absorption
makes it unlikely that the co-viewers will devote their attention to me of all
people. Now, the protective shield of darkness, the bulwark of the backrest,
the unidirectional seating position etc., have important ramifications for
our emotional experience: emotions can be experienced with fewer reper-
cussions. Precisely because we know that we are comfortably hidden, the
threat of shame as a way of seeing-oneself-from-the-standpoint-of-another
is reduced. We do not have to be afraid of ‘losing our face’ simply because
our face is not as visible as in other circumstances.

The cinema’s hiding effect has a double consequence. Since social inter-
action is limited and, in fact, often unwanted, we have to pay less attention
to how we actively communicate our emotions. (Previously I have men-
tioned how this supports passive attention.) The fact that we are predomi-
nantly asked to passively bridle the display-part, in turn, allows us greater
indulgence in the feeling-part of emotions otherwise spoiled by cultural
constraints. A tough guy snivels surreptitiously as the star-crossed pair
finally kisses each other? A sweet teenage girl feels her rage relieved when
a killer takes bloody revenge? A father is more afraid of a monster than his
son? While these constellations would cause moral inferiority and shame
under regular circumstances, they are possible in the movie theater. The
respective emotions are allowed to be felt. And, to a limited degree, they
can also be expressed. The diminished force of the others’ gaze grants us a
certain leeway in terms of emotional display. Obviously this cannot mean
loosening all restraints. An eye-catching emotionality would contradict the
hiding effect and draw attention towards oneself. This is why we do not
cry overtly but shed tears in silence. In sum, the emotional display remains
controlled, even if the emotional feeling might be quite strong.

AN INTENSIFIED ABSORPTION:
THE PRINCIPLE OF IMMERSION

Involvement vs. Appreciation, Immersion vs. Enthrallment

The passive attention of absorption with its enhanced emotional experi-
ence can veer in two directions. Hence we have to distinguish carefully.
Following Ed Tan, I differentiate “experiencing the fiction”—I use his term
involvement—and “experiencing the artefact”—like Tan, I talk about
appreciation.’® Fictional movies always present a filmic world, but they
necessarily do it in a specific way. Hence we can distinguish between the
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What and the How of the film’s presentation. If we look at the What we are
involved; if we follow the How we appreciate. To put it differently, aesthetic
involvement describes our intertwinement with the filmic world, whereas
aesthetic appreciation is the attention we pay to film form and style. The
first case implies looking-through the film into its world; the second case
means looking-at the film as a formal aesthetic object. (Sometimes the dis-
tinction between depth and surface perception is also used in this context.)
We are able to fluently switch from one to the other—either actively and
without much effort or more passively if the movie initiates the change by
foregrounding form and thus temporarily relegates our involvement with
the filmic world into the background. However, we cannot be fully involved
and appreciate at the same time. If one aspect is foregrounded, the other
must recede.

Both forms of absorption—involvement and appreciation—can be con-
siderable. In order to specify intensified versions of passive attention I will
use the terms immersion and enthrallment. In enthrallment as a height-
ened form of aesthetic appreciation we look at the movie spellbound. We
are enthralled by the ingenuity of a plot twist, spectacular special effects,
impressive acting, incredible cinematography or sound-design etc. The
word immersion, on the other hand, describes a heightened form of aes-
thetic involvement during which we look so deeply into the filmic world
that we almost seem to be lost in it: spatially, temporally and emotionally.
A film that does not present a filmic world—whatever this world looks
like—cannot be immersive. Immersion is a heightened form of attention—
but this does not imply that every form of strong attention equals immer-
sion. Watching a Stan Brakhage film, which unrolls painted or scratched
celluloid, we can lose ourselves in enthralled appreciation (up to the point
of near-hallucination), but we cannot be immersed. Moreover, the more
immersed or enthralled we are, the more difficult it gets to move from one
state to the other. Immersion and enthrallment are intensive states of pas-
sive attention that skew the viewer to remain immersed or enthralled and
not switch into the opposite mode.

To be sure, emotions in the movie theater are not only derived from
being involved with—or even immersed in—the filmic world (Ed Tan talks
about “fictional emotions” or “F emotions”), but they also come from the
aesthetic appreciation of the artefact’s formal characteristics (Ed Tan calls
them “artefact emotions” or “A emotions”). The latter include positive
reactions such as enjoyment, admiration, astonishment, and a desire for
the return of something enjoyable, but also negative responses like scorn,
anger or embarrassment. Even though they hardly occur simultaneously, F
emotions can spur subsequent A emotions.’” Both A and F emotions can be
pleasurable, albeit in different ways. My definitions are heuristic and do not
imply value judgments. However, this study is interested first and foremost
in the pleasure of emotions and affects that derive from an involvement
with the frightening filmic world rather than the pleasures based on the
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film as artefact. I focus on emotions that derive from or in connection to
immersion. Consequently, I sidestep further elaborations of enthrallment
and concentrate fully on what I mean by immersion.

Not an Illusion: Immersion as Phenomenological Experience

I prefer the term immersion to the related concept of illusion for a number
of reasons. First of all, as a comparatively new concept it carries less discur-
sive burden and is less encrusted with evaluative prejudices. The term ‘illu-
sion’ has often been discussed pejoratively. It could not have been engaged
neutrally without prior defense against those critiques. Second, strictly
speaking there is no such thing as an illusion from a phenomenological
perspective. Phenomenology is interested in the experience of the things
themselves. It does not distinguish between real being and false illusion:
both are real phenomena that are experienced differently and must there-
fore be described in different ways.’® This is not to say that the concept of
illusion is invalid. From an objectivist third-person point-of-view the per-
ception of movement, for instance, can clearly be described as an illusion.
We know that the projector transports and projects 24 discontinuous still
images per second interrupted by black spaces—and nevertheless we per-
ceive continuous movement on the screen (the phi-effect). However, calling
the perception of continuous movement an illusion presupposes a change
of perspective. We need to look at the object from a second vantage point
from which the seemingly real perception turns out to be false (for instance,
by slowing down the projector). Changing the viewpoint, however, changes
our phenomenological experience. Since the normal projection and the slow
one are experienced differently, phenomenology treats them as different
phenomena. Plus, who can tell that the second vantage point is the superior
and thus the real one? Illusion is an epistemological concept, whereas the
term immersion describes a phenomenological experience.

Third, and most importantly, the metaphor immersion is more apposite.
The term illusion not only borders too strongly on delusion, but is simply a
misleading exaggeration when it comes to our experience of the multiplex
and fearful emotions.?’ As Menachem Brinker informs us, “the presence of
an illusion can be indicated only by means of behavior toward the illusory
object which resembles behavior toward a real object. Obviously only a few
people will [ . . . ] flee from monsters depicted on the canvas.”® Hence the
term is a misnomer. We simply do not take the filmic world for real! Even from
an objectivist perspective the cinema can be described merely as a perceptual-
psychological illusion of the first-order (phi-effect), but not as a second-order
“aesthetic illusion” that causes an impression of reality. Illusions by defini-
tion ‘survive’ all revelations of their false illusory character.*! Knowing that
we face a perceptual illusion does not change anything: we cannot not see
continuous movement on the screen, whereas we can easily remind ourselves
that it is only a movie—and thus withdraw from immersion.
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Vivian Sobchack’s phenomenology of the film experience clarifies why
movies are not an aesthetic illusion: some proponents of filmic illusion erro-
neously presuppose a visual mind without a body—a subject-eye. Obvi-
ously the viewer is not a disembodied mind in a vat, but an embodied
consciousness literally situated in the world. Because the viewer’s embodi-
ment comprises more than mere vision, the presence of the cinema as space
and technological instrument will always be felt through our cooperative
sensorium. Sobchack notes: “If my vision were merely a discrete sense, then
perhaps Cinerama or some future holography might wear away the last of
my abstract knowledge that my perception of the world was instrument-
mediated. Indeed, my point of view and the film’s would be the same, iso-
morphic, identical. However, I do not have a point of view. As a lived body
engaged in intentional acts of perception in an intended world, I have a
place of viewing, a situation. My vision is informed by and filled with my
other modes of access to the world, including the tactile contact of my
posterior with the theater seat.”* To some degree, marginal consciousness
always harbors elements that do not belong to the movie: the frame of the
screen, the exit signs, the backrest of my seat, the auditory, olfactory, tactile
and visible presence of my co-viewers, the proprioceptive discrepancies . . .
Hence calling the movies an illusion flies in the face of our phenomenologi-
cal experience.

Moreover, we shall see more clearly in the chapter on direct horror that
films do not re-present the world but first of all pre-sent a world (if an irreal
one).” I insist on the fact that we are not fooled to follow the illusion of the
represented real world, but are invited to immerse ourselves in a presented
irreal world. As the next chapter will show, this distinction puts us in a bet-
ter position to account for the pleasure of frightening movies. And it averts
all accusations that the viewer is duped into false believes. This is true
despite the fact that I describe cinematic attention as largely passive.

Consequently, while certainly not entailing a full-fledged illusion, immer-
sion enables a heightened form of involvement that is less inclined to the
comparatively distanced experience of a theatrical performance than to the
phenomenological proximity of computer games.** In fact, the term immer-
sion originally emerged in discussions about virtual reality and computer
games. Only more recently it traveled into the neighboring territories of
other media and art forms.* Unfortunately, it lost part of the initial per-
suasiveness on its way because of vague and indistinct usage. Today people
seem to use it in order to describe almost any kind of intensely pleasurable
aesthetic experience or absorbing activity.*® In the following section T will
clarify the meaning of the term in my account.

Three Forms of Immersion: Spatial, Temporal, and Emotional

The quintessential precondition for cinematic immersion is the presentation
of a filmic world. Marie-Laure Ryan claims: “For immersion to take place,
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the text must offer an expanse to be immersed within, and this expanse,
in a blatantly mixed metaphor, is not an ocean but a textual world.”"
This textual or, more precisely, filmic world requires the presentation of
a habitable environment in which objects and individuals exist and act. In
other words, it must construct the setting for a potential narrative action to
which the viewer can relate. Films that do not present at least some kind of
world are few and far between (think of the Stan Brakhage example). How-
ever, the degree of immersion varies considerably from movie to movie,
from genre to genre, from filmic mode to filmic mode. Obviously, the easily
accessible stereotypical filmic worlds of popular culture favor immersion.
In mainstream Hollywood films an easily accessible world is right there:
spatial immersion takes place almost instantaneously.

The spatial aspect, indicated by the expression filmic world, is the foun-
dation of immersion. Being spatially immersed can imply considerable
pleasure without any specification of what the filmic world is about: the
experience of being surrounded by another reality that takes over almost
all of our attention.*® This pleasure is the reason why being expulsed at the
end can be such a harsh experience: the filmic ending does not only imply
the problem of closure, but more generally the possibility to switch off, as it
were, a whole world.* Recall the bad habit of turning on the lights abruptly
after the last scene is over. With the eyes still used to the dark and con-
sciousness still partly immersed in the filmic world, we feel the unexpected
light almost like a physical intrusion. This is why it makes a difference
whether a film ends with “The End,” as in the classical Hollywood cinema,
or not. Nowadays the credits often function as a kind of bumper, partially
absorbing the impact of being thrown out of the filmic into the real world.

As the discussion about “The End” underscores, cinematic immersion
also implies a temporal component. In comparison to non-temporal still
photography or figurative painting, narrative film as an absorbing time-
space art enhances immersion: the viewer is immersed both in the spatial
world of the film and its temporal flow. Even if time plays a role in still
photographic immersion as well (I am always immersed in the picture for
some time), a different quality arises once a narration captures my interest.
However, as the chapters on dread and terror will show, there are enormous
immersive differences between scenes that play out rather uneventfully in
blind progress and those that make me anxiously anticipate the outcome.
Ryan therefore defines that temporal immersion is the viewer’s desire for
the knowledge that awaits him or her at the end of narrative time.*° In
some cases of temporal immersion experienced time stands out almost like
a tangible gestalt.

Apart from spatial and temporal immersion Ryan also knows a third
form: emotional immersion. In the chapters on suggested horror, dread and
terror I will describe aesthetic strategies that strongly intend to immerse
us emotionally. Their emotional immersion depends on spatial and tem-
poral immersion: only because we are immersed in the filmic world and
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temporarily anticipate a negative outcome, we are opened up to react
fully—and this implies fearfully—to the film. On the other hand, if we are
immersed emotionally this reflects back on spatial and temporal immer-
sion: we are all the more involved with the filmic world and its inhabitants.
We feel ‘glued’ to what happens on the screen. Certain emotional experi-
ences attach us much stronger to things, people and events than, say, mere
perceptions.’!

Presence and Absence in Immersion

This contrast between the strong tie of emotions and the more independent
stance of perception implicitly refers to a key characteristic of immersion:
the reduction of phenomenological distance to the fictional world in terms
of space, time and emotions. When we are deeply immersed, we experience
a close proximity to the filmic world and its characters. The types of fear
that I will discuss offer two forms of phenomenological proximity. The
first one, exemplified by dread, terror and pleasantly fascinating horror, is
characterized by the viewer approaching the film. The second one, exempli-
fied by shock and unpleasantly overwhelming horror, is defined by the film
closing in on or even ‘jumping’ at the audience. While the first one pulls us
in, the second one pushes us away—up to the point extrication. The film is
obviously capable of pushing us away most effectively, when we are closest
to it. Hence the spectacular effects of shock and overwhelming horror work
best, when they are preceded by a strong immersive experience. This is also
the reason why the surroundings of the multiplex support stronger effects
of extrication: since its structural features encourage an immersive experi-
ence luring the viewer into the filmic world, he or she can be ejected more
effectively out of it. But isn’t this discussion of closeness and distance mere
metaphorical talk? I don’t think so. While cinematic forms of closeness and
distance cannot be explained within the Cartesian paradigm and its model
of space, phenomenology acknowledges them as actual experiences that
can be described.

Since we are spatially, temporarily and emotionally close to the filmic
world of the frightening movie, our immediate surroundings and everyday
concerns are for the moment relegated to the margins. To repeat: being
largely absent from the present world does not imply that we are tricked
into an illusion. Being close to the presented world does not mean we are
ontologically iz the filmic world.

Obviously, I am talking about tendencies here. Arguing that frightening
movies watched inside the multiplex cinema tend towards a strong immer-
sive experience does not imply that every self-declared horror film and
thriller guarantees immersion. If a bad film lacks the kind of immersion we
rightfully expect, “the audience often produces ‘fall-out’ reactions, such
as restlessness, aggressiveness (irritation, protective laughter, verbal com-
ment) or a feeling of boredom, claustrophobia,” Thomas Elsaesser argues.*
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His expression ‘fall-out’ reaction is particularly apposite here: a film that
pretends to be scary but is merely boring causes the viewer to fall out of the
immersive ‘There’ and arrive in the disenchanted, non-immersed ‘Here’. If
the film cannot open us a world, we have to face our own world. But what
kind of world is this? With only slight exaggeration Elsaesser describes
the cinematic situation vis-a-vis a bad movie as a “fixed term of impris-
onment”: the viewer is “pinned to his seat” and “enclosed in a darkened
room, cut off visually from the surroundings and exposed to a state of
isolation.”? Small wonder that the viewer is not satisfied with these oppres-
sive surroundings. I will not further deepen the discussion of boring movies
since my goal is to answer the paradox of pleasure in fear. However, the
reactions Elsaesser enumerates are important insofar as they remind us of
other occasions when the tight connection between viewer and film is loos-
ened or even severed. It is during these instances that the viewer becomes
particularly active.

The Immersed Viewer: Passive but not Inactive

The film is actualized and completed only by the viewer. The spectator must
perceive the film with the active attention of aesthetic attitude. Since he or
she is actively devoted to the film experience, the viewer cannot be pictured
as a passive receptacle bombarded by stimuli. The immersive experience of
scary movies requires, for instance, the scanning of the temporal horizon
in scenes of dread and the imaginative filling-in of incomplete perceptions
in suggested horror. Even if I describe cinematic immersion as an intensified
form of passive involvement, passive attention implies attention after all.
However, immersion is an active act predominantly insofar as I decide to
assume and keep an aesthetic attitude. To be sure, problem solving, hypoth-
esis formation and inference-making certainly play a role while watching
Hollywood movies. But we should not ascribe an overly strong agency to
the spectator, particularly when it comes to the—by and large—effortless
narrative comprehension of most horror films and thrillers.** This can help
us to set the phenomenology of the film experience apart from more (inter-)
active entertainment like playing a computer game. The effortlessness of
watching films becomes even more striking when compared to reading lit-
erature. Using McLuhan’s terminology, Marie-Laure Ryan argues: “A hot
medium [like film] facilitates immersion through the richness of its sensory
offerings, while a cold medium [like literature] opens its world only after
the user has made a significant intellectual and imaginative investment.
The media that offer data to the senses are naturally hotter than language-
based media because in language all sensations must be actively simulated
by the imagination.”*

It is therefore appropriate to reserve the term active—apart from the
active attention in aesthetic attitude—predominantly for a number of
performative acts that will become crucial throughout the next chapters.
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Horror, shock, dread and terror evoke “action tendencies”, as philosophers
and psychologists tend to say.*® In particular cases action tendencies turn
into action: When we close our eyes. When we put our hands in front of
our ears. When we scream in shock. When we reach out for the hand of
our partner. When we turn our head away from the screen and look for
eye-contact with likeminded viewers. Consider the audience response to
Hitchcock’s Psycho in Linda Williams® description: “I vividly remember
a Saturday matinee in 1960 when two girlfriends and I spent much of the
screening with our eyes shut listening to the music and to the audience’s
screams as we tried to guess when we might venture to look again at a
screen whose terrors were unaccountably thrilling. [ . . . | From the very
first screenings, audience reaction, in the form of gasps, screams, yells, even
running up and down the aisles, was unprecedented.””

These deliberate bodily responses underscore that we are not hypno-
tized, dreaming or hallucinating, but actively answer the movie’s emotional
challenge. We actively undertake measures to stop (or lessen) an immer-
sive experience that is threatening to become unpleasant. Since displeasure
is not something we crave for, we take shelter from a negative emotional
avalanche. Or, to put it in a more Sartreian vein: we play the sorcerer who
magically re-transforms the emotional world. The discussions in the fol-
lowing chapters will present various degrees of immersion: from being
deeply lost in the filmic world to a precarious balancing on the boundary
between emotional fascination and abhorrence to a full-fledged rejection
of the immersive experience—I call it extrication. Extrication either means
that I simply withdraw from the film; or it implies, more productively and
pleasurably, that T become aware of the collectivity inside the multiplex
cinema—an aspect so far largely ignored in my account.

Figure 2.1 The shower murder in Psycho.
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THE COLLECTIVE EXPERIENCE

In one sense it is fair to say that watching a film inside a multiplex is mainly
an individual experience amongst other individuals: the theatrical experi-
ence is dominated by the film experience. But what about this other crucial
aspect of the cinema: the group experience? In focusing on the act of view-
ing in the cinema my description excludes—by definition—any solitary
viewing processes.’® In contrast to reading or watching movies at home,
viewing films in the theater is an inherently social activity. It is true that our
film experience is an individual not a social one. My relation to the filmic
world and its events is experienced as my relation—not as ours. But, once
again, the film experience can never be uncoupled from the theatrical expe-
rience. Since the latter includes other viewers sitting next to me, the social
is always part of the whole. In fact, I would go further: although we eagerly
look for an individualized experience, there is a simultaneous tendency to
watch films with others. We appreciate that the multiplex blocks interfer-
ences but still need others around: the cinema can become an eerie space
if empty—a particularly true observation in case of frightening films. Even
if there is little social interaction between those private individuals, the
multiplex is nonetheless a place where the viewer can experience rewarding
feelings of collectivity.

In fact, we can go so far as to credit the multiplex for a renaissance of
the collective experience. The new generation of multiplex cinemas was—
at least partly—responsible for the pull that drew the crowds back into the
theaters. Go to a Saturday evening screening of the newest blockbuster and
see. In the 1970s the number of average admissions per year was down
to 985 million; in the 1980s it rose to 1,117 million; during the 1990s it
climbed up to 1,297 million, with the highest numbers occurring at the
end of the decade when the new generation of multiplexes was firmly estab-
lished. The numbers peaked in 2002 with 1,639 million admissions, the
highest number since 1957.*” In comparison to the worst year ever—820
million spectators in 1971—this meant an increase of almost 100 percent.
The renewed prevalence of collective viewing can also be judged from the
increase in seats per screen. While in the 1970s and 80s the viewer would
most generally share the auditorium with 50 to 100 other spectators (if
sold-out), the current generation of multiplex cinemas hosts between 250
and 650 patrons. It certainly makes a difference if you watch a film with 50
people or with 650.

Now, what is true then? Is the multiplex experience an individualized or
a collective experience? Curiously, it is both. Often it is precisely because the
audience is so individualized and immersed that the single viewer becomes
part of a larger whole. At other times we smoothly switch from an individu-
alized to a collective state. Hence in the cinema we can enjoy the presence
of others, even if we interact with them only minimally. Why?
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In order to answer this question I have to come back to the enhanced
hiding effect. The dark auditorium, the unidirectional viewing position,
the backrest in combination with sloped stadium seating, the enhanced
personal space, the loudness of the soundtrack, and the passive absorption
not only hide me (as argued before)—but they also make it difficult for me
to judge what others feel. The hiding effect works in both directions: in
the literally face-less anonymity of the auditorium we do not only hide our
faces—but also have a hard time reading the emotional expressions of our
co-viewers. This has a peculiar effect: the viewers take for granted a state of
intersubjective objectivity since they assume that they share the same inten-
tional object with the rest of the audience. Since everybody is—or at least
seems to be—in the grip of the movie, the individual viewers are never led
to believe that anyone else would see or hear anything else. And why should
they in light of the film’s formidable capacity to demand passive attention?
Consider the situation in the auditorium before the screen is turned from a
grey rectangle into a colorful world. People eat their popcorn, talk on the
cell phone, read a magazine. The viewers either sit alone, somehow occu-
pied, often awkwardly killing time. Or they have come in groups and talk
with each other quietly. Seen as a whole, the attentions of these people are
scattered. A sense of collectivity hardly exists. Once the screen is illumi-
nated, however, it becomes the prime center of attention.

But seeing and hearing the same object is only half of the story. Since
the viewers direct their senses almost fully towards the film and are simul-
taneously kept at a distance from each other, they perceive the reactions of
others primarily in exceptional cases like laughing, moaning and scream-
ing. Now, precisely because reactions are not made explicit—or rather
because they are cloaked in darkness, drowned in loudness, hidden behind
the back of the seat etc.—one can only speculate about the film experi-
ence other audience members might have. Supported by the fact that in
American theaters no social hierarchy exists and that everybody can feel
like an equal individual among many, the viewers tacitly presuppose that
the others have the same film experience—they also think and feel alike.
When the movie starts it seems as if an invisible Toscanini or Karajan
lifts his baton and orchestrates the experience of the audience. And while
some of the instrumentalists might not be perfectly in tune with the rest
of the orchestra, the film, by and large, leads the common reactions of
the spectators. And even if this is—in fact—often not the case, it is what
the viewers—tacitly and without reflection—assume under the special cir-
cumstances of the multiplex.

Hence, while before the film we have an accumulation of scattered foci,
during the screening there is a strong (if obviously not a total) equality.
When the viewers take their seats in the movie theater they are merely
attached as a group of physically close viewers, but they do not yet share
the intersubjective intimacy of phenomenologically close spectators.®® This
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gradually changes once the film gets underway—and the chapter on dread
will show that it can become particularly striking in moments of fearful
emotional intensity. Physical closeness can turn into phenomenological
closeness.

In this context, the fact that we watch fictional films becomes vital. As
Sobchack argues, viewing a fiction film results in the strongest possible
relatedness to the screen. Drawing on Jean-Pierre Meunier’s phenomenol-
ogy of cinematic identification, Sobchack asserts that in the fiction film we
are highly dependent on the screen for specific knowledge.®! Because the
objects presented onscreen do not exist elsewhere but only in the filmic
world, i.e. because the objects onscreen are differentiated from the reality
of the spectator’s life-world, the viewer has to rely on the screen as the only
source of information. In contrast to home movies and documentaries the
viewer can hardly see, as it were, beyond the screen’s boundaries and back
into his or her life-world. Hence the attention to the objects on the screen
is more focused and intense than in home movies and documentaries. This,
in turn, has an effect on the collective thoughts and feelings within the
audience. If someone is familiar with the topic of a documentary he or she
has a strong advantage in terms of knowledge. If someone knows the per-
sons shown in a home movie his or her feelings will be different from those
who don’t. In the fiction film, however, the audience’s common relatedness
to unknown—Dbecause non-existent—objects facilitates the impression of a
commonly shared intentional object.

To be sure, most of the time we do not actively think about the rest of the
audience. Consciousness is directed toward the film. The other spectators
stay in the background of awareness. The concept of background is employed
by phenomenology and analytic philosophy in order to indicate that inten-
tional states—states in which we are conscious of something—always rely
on something that is unintentional: the background. An example from the
phenomenological literature is Drew Leder’s discussion of the absent body.
Leder makes clear that whatever we do, there are always regions of body
that we do not focus upon.® While we follow the onscreen action, we pre-
dominantly use our eyes and ears to relate to the filmic world as our inten-
tional object. But this is only possible because the legs, buttocks and back
support our position on the seat. Even though these bodily regions are nec-
essary to follow the film, they are not thematized and therefore relegated to
the phenomenological background—unless the back starts to hurt. Analytic
philosopher John Searle employs the concept of background similarly. He
argues that intentionality in such forms as understandings, interpretations,
beliefs, desires, and, most important for our purposes, experiences only
function with a set of background capacities that are themselves not inten-
tional.®® Think of the solidity of the floor we stand on. We generally take
for granted that the earth under our feet does not move. Under normal con-
ditions it is nothing that we would think of. When an earthquake occurs,
however, this background presupposition suddenly becomes foregrounded.
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In both cases—sore back and earthquake—we become aware of the back-
ground under extraordinary circumstances.®* I think it is especially helpful
to consider the collectivity inside the cinema as such a tacit background.
And the extraordinary circumstances under which collectivity can play a
crucial role are provided precisely by frightening movies.

Obviously, collectivity is not necessary for the film experience. At home,
we often watch films alone and find nothing strange about it. When it
comes to the cinema, however, the collectivity of the audience is taken for
granted as an invariant component. Most of the time it is not part of our
focal awareness. But just as we realize that we stand on solid ground only
when the earth shakes, we are conscious of the movie audience when it
is somehow—actively or passively—made explicit. This can happen, as it
were, ex negativo. When we sit alone in the auditorium, the eeriness of the
empty place reminds us of what we miss. The phenomenal background of
the other viewers becomes foregrounded by its non-presence. The room not
only looks empty, but also feels empty.

Furthermore, some of the most familiar moments of crisis in terms of
the multiplex collectivity take place when other viewers make explicit their
individuality by expressing their own thoughts and feelings. Consider the
differences in thoughts. They often become noticeable when someone tries
to signal that he or she has understood an allusion or a pun that others
might have overlooked by breaking out into ‘connoisseur laughter.” This
connoisseur laughter does not communicate an emotion, but a thought or
understanding. Often it is an understanding that indicates: I see, hear, or
know more than you. As an act of social distinction it threatens the taken-
for-granted collectivity. Regarding the differences of emotions, we all know
the anger that fills us when we are deeply involved in a sad love scene and
someone starts to laugh derisively. Or the irritation that arises when we fol-
low a terrifying moment and another viewer yawns audibly. We get angry
not only because we are dragged out of deep immersion against our will,
but also because we are glaringly reminded that not everybody sees, hears,
thinks and feels alike. The cloak that envelops us as a collectivity is force-
fully torn apart. Precisely because we do not want the taken-for-granted
collectivity to be destroyed by someone who positions him- or herself out-
side the group, we use our own instruments to discipline and punish. We
feel an urgent drive to achieve a quick reintegration: we shush him or her or
threaten to take other measures.

The cinematic collectivity works only if everybody plays by the (display)
rules. Every viewer needs to sign a cinematic contract, as it were, in which
he or she agrees to follow the implicit cultural norms. Whether the individ-
ual is willing to follow these social display rules depends on the outcome of
his behavior in terms of rewards and costs. Paradoxically, while in India the
overt expression of individual feelings has positive effects, it is different in
a more individualized society like the U.S. Here the viewer must be aware
that the consequences of not adhering to the rules—that is, of displaying
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emotions too overtly—are twofold. The viewer will give up the personal
experience of collectivity, because he or she deliberately places him- or her-
self outside the group. And he or she might be disciplined and thus marked
even further as an outsider. The bonds that unite the interrupter with the
group are broken twice over. The fact that most viewers behave properly
most of the time goes a long way to explain their willingness to become
part of the special cinematic collectivity.

So far, I have described moments in which the taken-for-granted col-
lectivity is made explicit ex negativo. However, the collective situation can
also be thematized in a positive way: either when we actively focus on it
or when the backgrounded collectivity itself comes to the fore. In these
instances the viewer experiences what I will call ‘feelings-in-common’ or
even a ‘collective body.” While the collectivity of the audience constitutes
an essential background most of the time, throughout the film moments
occur in which we are consciously aware of this collectivity. Admittedly,
the two categories of ‘feelings-in-common’ and ‘the collective body’ are
somewhat broad, leveling the numerous degrees and shadings of collectiv-
ity in between. As broad categories, however, they help to highlight what
might otherwise be overlooked. It will be part of this study to describe the
back-and-forth movement between individualized immersion (being There
in the filmic world alone) and collective presence (being Here in the cin-
ematic space together). I argue that horror films and thrillers allow for a
smoother and more fluid back-and-forth movement than most other genres.
In more individualized and immersive genres like pornography or melo-
drama it is neither necessary nor desired to get an impression of the other
viewers’ reactions. In more collective genres like the comedy the reactions
of others are much more strongly forced upon us; nor should we ignore the
problem that our own shaking body in laughter poses to immersion.

How do moments of collectivity manifest themselves? When we are
overwhelmed by fear and actively look for confirmation in the audience
or grab the hand of our partner, this not only implies that we temporarily
loosen (or even cut) our immersive ties to the filmic world—it also opens a
door to others. We try to counter the isolating experience of fear by revert-
ing to the collective viewing situation. Realizing that our co-viewers are
also quietly and fearfully following the film, we become aware that we
all sit in the same boat, so to speak. We are rewarded with the reassuring
impression that we are similarly afraid. Even more obvious are instances of
the ‘collective body’. Its phenomenological experience might be described
as an emotional fusion of oneself with otherwise heterogeneous others that
results in a momentary feeling of a social whole. Let me give some quick
examples. The first of these is laughter. In comedies the common outburst
of laughter not only reinforces one’s own feeling of hilarity; it also creates
a bond within the audience. A similar thing can be said about moaning in
disgust and screams of shock in thrillers and horror movies. To be sure,
‘collective body” moments depend on a variety of empirical variables like
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the movie, the number of spectators or the density of seating. Nonetheless,
common laughter, moaning and screaming exemplify moments in which
the viewer can directly adhere to the conscious impression that others are
not only seeing and hearing the same thing, but are also thinking and feel-
ing alike.

As individual members of the audience we enjoy being part of this homo-
geneous collectivity. And even if in actuality we often do #not think and feel
the same—a point that recent reception studies have made quite clear—
the viewer in the audience still believes so as long as not contradicted or
proved otherwise because he or she wants to believe so. I take it as a human
characteristic that we wish that others think and feel as we do in aesthetic
experience.® As a result, our individual experience seemingly becomes the
norm that we subconsciously project onto others. The cinematic collectiv-
ity—built from various similar but not identical individual experiences—
appears as formed in the likeness of our own experience. The multiplex
cinema becomes a place where common emotions create an impression of
social belongingness.

For many viewers familiarity and similarity are key incentives to attend a
screening in a multiplex. Regardless to which company the theater belongs
(United Artists Theaters, Cineplex Odeon or any other U.S. competitor), the
word ‘multiplex’ describes a kind of super-brand. This homogeneity stands in
stark contrast to the individuality and uniqueness of 1920s and 1930s movie
palaces.®® Today no matter what theater the viewer-as-consumer picks, the
multiplex-as-product guarantees specific features. Consequently, the viewer
can decide in advance whether he or she chooses the multiplex product—or
prefers another one. As was explained previously, similar things account
for genres. The viewer is able to select from a variety of options: comedies,
melodramas, tragedies . . . or frightening horror movies and thrillers. Each
one promises a different (emotional) experience. Taken together, the deci-
sion to watch a scary movie in a multiplex theater suggests a very specific
experience that is quite unlike other viewing experiences.

Having looked at how the multiplex skews our cinematic experience
towards individualized immersion, heightened emotionality and specific
forms of collectivity, I will now move on to explore the fearful effects of the
films themselves. In order to avoid misunderstandings, I need to prime the
reader that the following five chapters are more detailed than the phenom-
enological discussion of the pleasures of fear—and hence my answer to the
paradox that provides the title to this study—would warrant. As pointed
out at the beginning, this study also aims to contribute to the neglected field
one could call ‘aesthetics of fear.” Readers interested first and foremost in
my phenomenological descriptions might skip the aesthetic parts and move
directly to the phenomenological sections. The first of the five chapters
contains an in-depth discussion of what I call direct horror. Horror stands
at the beginning because in many ways it is the conditio sine qua non of
other types of cinematic fear. Without the fear of a confrontation with
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violence or the monster, dread or terror would not be possible. This chapter
helps to clarify the question how an experience of fear at the movies—and
hence the pleasure derived from it—is possible in the first place. And it also
touches upon aspects that will figure more prominently in later chapters,
for instance the lived-body experience of fear.
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3 Frightening Fascination
A Phenomenology of Direct Horror

Since time immemorial people have craved spectacles permitting
vicariously to experience the fury of conflagrations, the excesses
of cruelty and suffering, and unspeakable lusts—spectacles which
shock the shuddering and delighted onlooker.

(Siegfried Kracauer)'

The strongest emotion is fear. The oldest emotion is fear. We all have
it, and it is a very deep pool inside every human on the planet. So
there are some of us who dive into that pool because we are both
repelled and attracted by it.

(John Carpenter)?

DIRECT HORROR: THE DEFINITION

e After being raped and almost strangled by her brother, a young
woman is rescued in the nick of time by a friend. The two men start a
violent, fatal fight. When the brother smashes a bottle over his oppo-
nent’s head and sets out to finish him off with the words “Adios,
motherfucker!”, the woman grabs a metallic comb and pierces it into
her brother’s eye. He recoils heavily, winces and screams in pain. The
friend takes the comb and stabs it several times into the brother’s
stomach. Soon both men are soaked in blood.

e A man walks through a graveyard at night. Suddenly he is surrounded
by two monsters. One of them keeps him in check with a knife. The
other one threatens him by its sheer monstrosity: piercing, at times
blinking eyes, metallic teeth, skin from which snake-like hair ema-
nates, a deep, dark, distorted voice, and a self-assured, highly aggres-
sive demeanor. The monster laughs at the man, threatens him “You
came to die” and calls him an “asshole.” At one point, it starts roaring
like a deadly, werewolf-like beast, shakes the snake-hair and suddenly
transforms, now flashing sharp, pointed teeth, a drooling mouth and
rotten skin. It roars loudly and screams: “I want meat!” Eventually it
attacks the man.

e It is night. A girl clad in a grotesque Halloween bunny costume flees
from a murderous, knife-wielding, blond woman into a dark grave-
yard. Her escape is in vain. The woman overwhelms her and stabs the
screaming girl several times aggressively and with hysterical laughter
in the chest until both are splattered with blood. The woman licks her
bloody lips and smiles.
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Figure 3.1 Direct horror: House of 1000 Corpses.

The sample scenes are taken from Henry—Portrait of a Serial Killer,
Nightbreed (1990) and House of 1000 Corpses respectively. They exem-
plify an aesthetic strategy I call ‘direct horror.” The viewer experiences
direct horror—the first type of cinematic fear—as a frightening, engrossing
and potentially overwhelming confrontation with vivid sound-supported
moving-images of threatening acts of violence or a dangerous monster. In
the face of the perceptible violent event and/or monstrous object the viewer
is both frightened and fascinated. In contrast to suggested horror (discussed
in the next chapter), direct horror presents the threatening violent event or
monstrous object in full vision and thus as directly as possible.

When he or she experiences direct horror, the viewer is involved in a
balancing act between the luring pull towards the frightening object of
fascination and the threatening push away from the fascinating object of
fright. The experience vacillates between pleasurably frightening, fasci-
nated immersion and displeasing overly frightened extrication. The former
turns into the latter when the frightening aspect obliterates the fascinat-
ing side, when pleasurable fear turns into displeasing fear, and when all
pleasure components are gone and fear is experienced pure and simple.
Moreover, we are horrified by an instantaneous event or object: it is what
we perceive right now that scares us, not what has happened in the story’s
past or what might occur in the immediate future. Although we often draw
on preceding information or perceptions, the present threatening moving-
images are the causes for our horror. Hence remembering and anticipating
are subordinate to the concrete event. Since we are in the face of the horrific
there is a high degree of intentionality and no uncertainty about its com-
ing-into-being. These aspects distinguish horror from anticipatory types of
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suspenseful fear like dread and terror: the latter are rooted in the present
and the future; both are dominated by uncertainty and a more complicated
kind of intentionality (see Chapters 6 and 7).

But what is it that connects threatening acts of violence and the danger-
ous object of the monster? Why do I subsume both under the category of
cinematic horror and why, for instance, do natural disasters not qualify? In
contrast to the latter, violent events and monstrous entities indicate inten-
tional and disproportional immorality in combination with disturbing
brutality. It is precisely this combination of intentional immorality and bru-
tality that we experience as horrifying and that we usually do not ascribe to
natural disasters or other threatening events. (Note, that I include the adjec-
tives ‘disproportional’ and ‘disturbing,” because they allow for idiosyncratic
differences among viewers: what some consider disproportionally immoral
and disturbingly cruel, others might regard as tolerable and hence not horri-
fying.) While we might consider a greedy character delivering nuclear arms
to a terrorist group in a political thriller disproportionally immoral, we do
not experience this act as cinematic horror because of a lack of disturb-
ing brutality. The disturbingly brutal depictions of a devastating hurricane
killing dozens of people in a disaster movie cannot be considered horror
either, since a natural disaster cannot be judged in moral terms (unless it
is anthropomorphized). And when in a movie like The Descent (2005) a
female character breaks her leg and we get to see the bloody bone sticking
out, this might cause disgust or feelings of pain via somatic empathy. But
we do not experience the type of fear I call cinematic horror since no one
behaves immorally here. In order to qualify as cinematic horror it does not
suffice that a lot of blood is spilled.

Surely, immoral and cruel acts of violence should not pose a problem
for my definition. But what about moving-images of a monster, say, wan-
dering through the streets of Houston? While such a scene need not neces-
sarily evoke horror, the monster often hints at horror so strongly and lets
it shine through so vividly that it starts to personify horror: We are fright-
ened by the sheer presence of the monster either because it reminds us
forcefully of an act of violence we have already witnessed or have inferred
from the plot; or because it points toward an impending cruelty indicated
by the monster’s aggressive behavior and/or dangerous appearance. Think
of the example from Nightbreed: although the monster in the graveyard
has not attacked the man yet, its menacing looks, its aggressive demeanor
and its hostile comments reveal so much immoral and cruel intention
already, that many viewers might experience it as horrifying before the
act of violence has begun. Yet if the definition of the monster hinges on
a disproportional intentional immorality combined with disturbing cru-
elty, the monster does not need to be an ontologically impossible being.
This is the reason why we do not call anomalous, supernaturally powerful
but likeable characters like Yoda or Albus Dumbledore monsters, whereas
vicious animals can become horrifying creatures—i.e. monsters. Consider
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The Birds, Anaconda or the killer shark in Jaws. Most viewers probably
find their intentional attacks on innocent human beings unjustified, overly
brutal and hence horrifying. This definition also helps to explain why
human characters can be regarded as (realist) monsters. Just think of Nor-
man Bates, Henry or Hannibal Lecter. To be sure, they evoke cinematic
horror only during threatening moments, i.e. in most cases when an act of
violence takes place or is at least imminent.

Horror is easily intensified. Two strategies come to mind. First, the vic-
tim has to be a character for whom we have developed a strong allegiance
and whom we like. This might happen because a star plays the victim,
because the actor is attractive, because the character has features or prefer-
ences similar to ours, or because he shares an affiliation along race, class,
ethnicity, gender, age or religion lines.> More importantly, an act of vio-
lence can horrify us because we strongly approve of the victim on moral
grounds, particularly if he or she is sympathetic and innocent. Second, hor-
ror can be intensified through an increase in immorality and cruelty. When
a bank robber takes great pleasure in cutting off a policeman’s ear while
dancing rhythmically to a pop song (as in Reservoir Dogs, 1992) or a serial
killer deeply enjoys eating from a victim’s open brain (as in Hannibal),
these heinous acts of violence are particularly horrifying.

To be sure, the film cannot merely show an act of violence or a monster,
but must present the filmic content in such a vivid and impressive way that
the content comes across as threatening. That is, in order to be effective cin-
ematic horror must seamlessly combine content and form, semantics and
aesthetics. If one component lags behind, there will be no horror. Hence a
vivid, impressive presentation of a ripe banana will create just as little hor-
ror as a barely audible monster crossing a cornfield in the far-away distance.
Aesthetic choices like proximity through close-ups, precision and volume
of the sound track, but also the inconspicuousness of the special effects that
draw our attention toward the artefact and away from the scary object play
a fundamental role when it comes to threatening the audience.

Threat is crucial for my definition of horror, insofar as there are funny
presentations of violence and the monster as well. Let us look at violence
first. Stephen Prince has suggested a broad distinction between dominant
forms of what he calls “ultraviolence”: a) the aesthetisized, balletic violence
of Arthur Penn, Sam Peckinpah, John Woo and the likes relying on slow
motion, multi-camera filming and montage editing; and b) graphic imagery
of bodily mutilation exemplified by horror movies of the 1970s and 1980s
which employed new makeup special effects to convincingly portray the
destruction and dismemberment of the body.* According to Prince, both
forms of ‘ultraviolence’ are horrifying, if to varying degrees. However,
Prince does not take into account that ultraviolence can be hilarious. Think
of a funny, violent splatter movie like Evil Dead II (1987). The film would
clearly fall into Prince’s second category, even though it does not have the
same horrifying effect as the first Evil Dead installment simply because, due
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to various aesthetic strategies, it does not want to and cannot be taken seri-
ously. Similarly, for most people the violence in Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp
Fiction (1994) does not come across as horror, since it is clad in distancing
humor and irony and therefore loses its threatening character. Hence one
could argue that a “violent” movie is only experientially violent as long as it
affects the viewer in a menacing way. It not only matters what is presented,
but also how it is presented.

The same goes for the monster. Depending on the context, the same
creature can be a horrifying monster or a funny creature. In House of Fran-
kenstein (1944) and Abbott ¢& Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948) the crea-
ture looks the same and is even played by the same actor (Glenn Strange),
but evokes very different reactions.’ Displaying the monster is not enough
to convince us that it is dangerous. The monster must be characterized as
a menace by presenting its capabilities and the consequences of its actions.
If the monster is not frightening, it might cause all kinds of responses—
ranging from laughter to disinterest and even boredom. What is at stake in
horror is not violence or the monster per se but their threatening side.

Incidentally, these violent and monstrous moving-images need not be
repulsive. My definition of horror rests on a separation between horrifying
and disgusting moving-images and sounds. A frightening film like Cape
Fear uses horrifying imagery but works almost completely without disgust,
while a splatter parody like Braindead (1992) is predominantly revolting
without being scary. Obviously, the line between horror and disgust can
be quite thin. On the one hand, images of cruel acts of torturing mean
pure horror and a rotting body full of pus evokes disgust and nothing else.
On the other hand, a scene in which a character’s stomach is sliced open
and the intestines can subsequently be seen gushing forth seamlessly blends
horror and disgust. Sometimes both emotions occur simultaneously: for
instance, when a disgusting monster violently kills a character. Despite the
frequent coexistence of these various responses, however, I see no need
for a new emotional category. In Noél Carroll’s account fear and disgust
are welded together and constitute an emotion he terms “art-horror.”® His
prime instance of art-horror is the monster: it is both threatening and dis-
gustingly impure. But why introduce a new emotion, when the viewer sim-
ply feels fear and disgust simultaneously?

THE FASCINATION FOR VIOLENCE AND MONSTERS

Cinematic horror clearly casts an attractive spell. It thrives on a similar
kind of fascination that makes people flock around the site of a murder,
causes traffic jams at scenes of accident due to slow-driving gapers and
made people stare at the TV images of the collapsing World Trade Center
on 9/11. The snake-headed Gorgo Medusa might be seen as a mythological
precursor of today’s monsters: a horrible entity highly tempting to look at.
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The popularity of movies containing violence and monsters clearly points
to a high acceptance among viewers. It is hard to deny that graphic violence
has generally increased over the last decades. Since the late 1960s, when
the Production Code was revised and the Code and Rating Administra-
tion introduced its new classification scheme, Hollywood has drastically
changed its stance towards violence. At the same time the craft of special
effects (makeup) enabling highly graphic depictions of monsters has made
considerable progress. Stephen Prince even goes so far as to describe the
history of American cinema as a history of ever-more explicit presenta-
tional techniques of violence and monstrosity.”

Horror movies and thrillers deliberately put the viewer into contact with
moving-images that normal life—fortunately—withholds to a large degree,
making them both alluring and threatening. This goes in terms of violence:
the immoral shooting, burning, stabbing, raping, piercing, slicing, smash-
ing, torturing, opening-up, tearing-apart, fragmenting, mutilating, explod-
ing of the bodys; the cruel disclosure and exposure of the human insides; the
death and destruction of the flesh. But it also true in terms of the monster.
In most cases monsters are unseen and unheard of entities, often transcend-
ing the limits of the human: extremely cunning aliens; deadly living deads;
lethal ghouls; mutated, slime-spitting bugs; abnormally intelligent serial kill-
ers; haunted, vengeful houses; indestructible slashers; beastly werewolves;
outrageously aggressive snakes, dogs or sharks . . . Noél Carroll explains:
“[Monsters] arouse interest and attention through being putatively inexpli-
cable or highly unusual vis-a-vis our standing cultural categories, thereby
instilling a desire to learn and to know more about them.”®

Direct horror is, then, a particularly forceful example of what Mirjam
Schaub dubs the cinema of visibility (Kino der Sichtbarkeit).’ It is a type of
cinema that focuses on everything potentially visible and audible. It wants
to present what cannot be seen and heard: the more precise, more lasting,
more explicit, the better. The depictions of monsters lay bare the cinematic
wish—and capability—to make visible and audible even non-existent enti-
ties. Schaub calls this the ‘logic of optical omnipresence.’ Seen from a recep-
tion perspective, the cinema of visibility manifests the disposition of its
viewers: an urge to see and hear as much as possible.

The extent of this urge can be gauged from our reactions to scenes that
deliberately withhold the horrific—and thus lure and titillate us. In such
scenes of blocked or deferred visual access, there is often a longing for a
better view: we almost bend to look from a different angle—we are all eyes.
David Fincher’s Seven belongs to those movies that incessantly play with
the viewer‘s wish to confront the horrific. It variously uses photographs
that cannot be seen properly or are glimpsed only shortly. In a crucial scene
a policeman urges Detectives Somerset (Morgan Freeman) and Mills (Brad
Pitt): “You better see this!”—only to keep back what they get to see from
our view. In this scene the two detectives enter the bedroom of the prostitute
who has become the serial killer’s fourth victim. The policeman withdraws
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a blanket from her corpse like a curtain, as if to say ‘Voila, here you go!’
When the victim is revealed, however, Detective Mills blocks our view.
What we see are her legs, slightly covered with blood. However, the fatal
wound is—frustratingly?—kept back. Another baiting strategy involves the
reaction shot of a horrified character confronting a monster or watching
an act of violence. In order to heighten our curiosity for the monster or the
effects of violence (and thus to maximize the impact of their presentation),
the horror movie often turns around the logical cause-and-effect sequence
of storytelling, in which the re-action shot follows the action, by offering
the reaction shot first and thus creating heightened curiosity.!°

The terms curiosity, interest and fascination explain—at least in part—
our strong attention: we are drawn to violence and the monster because we
can see and hear things usually unseen and unheard.

MINDING THE ONTOLOGICAL DISTANCE,
OR THE VIEWER’S RELATIVE SAFETY

This strong attention would not be possible, however, if a certain precondi-
tion was inexistent: the viewer’s relative safety. In Seven, Detective Somerset
tells an anecdote that can function as a parable about our fascination with
violence and the monster: “First thing they teach women in rape preven-
tion is: Never cry for help. Always yell: ‘Fire.” Nobody answers to ‘Help.’
You holler ‘Fire,’ they come running.” What Somerset bleakly points out
is not only our fascination with death and destruction, but also the safety
aspect. No one comes to rescue if there is a demand for active involvement,
as implied in the imperative “Help!” If they can take a distanced position,
people gather. As a particularly salient part of the cinematic experience,
this crucial form of distance enables the vicarious experiences of horror
films and thrillers in the first place. I call this detachment ontological dis-
tance since the movie theater’s Here and the filmic world’s There are of
different existential orders: they are, literally, worlds apart.!* In Stanley
Cavell’s reflections on the ontology of film as a succession of automatic
world projections the fact that the world of the film is present to us, while
we are absent from it, that we are save from it by way of the ontological
boundary that is the screen, plays an essential role: “A screen is a barrier.
What does the silver screen screen? It screens me from the world it holds—
that is, makes me invisible. And it screens that world from me—that is,
screens its existence from me,” Cavell notes.!> The ontological distance
implies the viewer’s physical absence from the scene of action, and thus
provides us with a form of safety: we are not threatened by the serial killer
Henry or the monster Freddy Krueger in the same way as their victims are.
This physical absence has important ramifications.

First, we do not have to take action in terms of geographical flight from
the diegetic threat. When the devil sets about his work of destruction in



88 Cinematic Emotion in Horror Films and Thrillers

The End of Days (1999), we do not run out of the theater; when all hell
breaks loose during the dinosaur attacks in The Lost World, we do not call
911. Without this sense of safety the emotional experience of the movies
would be unbearable. The idea of a crucial nexus between safety, fear and
pleasure goes back, at least, to the discussions of the sublime in Burke,
Kant and Rousseau.!® Since then it has resurfaced, among various other
places, in the classical film theories of Baldzs and Kracauer.'* A more recent
theory that underscores the importance of the ontological (or, as he calls it,
“safe”) distance is Ed Tan’s description of film as an “emotion machine.”
Tan notes: “A terrifying situation is entertaining precisely because you can
do no more than watch; if you were in a position to intervene, in order to
protect yourself and others, then you would feel responsible and would no
longer be able to enjoy the fictional events on the screen.”’’

Tan points out the second important aspect implied by the notion of
ontological distance: it excuses us from action also in the sense of practi-
cal intervention. In the movie theater we feel no ethical or legal obligation
to step in. We cannot cross the film’s ontological boundary to heroically
throw ourselves in front of the woman and thus prevent her from being
stabbed in the shower. And rushing to our cars and heading for Texas to
stop the local chainsaw massacre would be utterly in vain. Being relieved
from the burden of intervention is closely tied to narrative determinacy.
Since in the movie theater the film unrolls without mercy and we cannot
stop it, the relieving helplessness is mechanically assured. Hence we could
replace Laura Mulvey’s afore-mentioned argument for the viewer’s “desire
for mastery and will to power [over the movie]” with Stanley Cavell’s argu-
ment for the viewer’s “wish not to need power, not to have to bear its
burdens.”!® In terms of frightening movies being exempted from practical
intervention is a blessing—but, as we shall see, it is sometimes a blessing
in disguise: precisely because we have no options to intervene we can only
hope and fear. In other words, the viewer’s passivity is also one of the rea-
sons for the frightening power of moving images.

Third, when the ontological distance is coupled with the fictional dis-
tance, we are also granted a certain leeway in terms of moral evaluation.
Since we know that the filmic events are neither live and real right now
nor have they ever taken place in the past, we do not have to be morally
outraged as much as in real-life when we watch the burying of two well
and alive innocents (as in House of 1000 Corpses) or the hideous rape of
a female protagonist (as in the 2007 The Hills Have Eyes II). Indeed, pro-
jecting ethical norms onto the fiction film might well reduce the intensity
of aesthetic experience by drawing us away from the filmic world. This
fact becomes quite obvious in cases when the real shines through the irreal
and the fiction film unwittingly develops a documentary quality due to its
indexical character. All of a sudden we are not interested in what is taking
place in the fictional filmic world at this moment anymore, but what bas
taken place in front of the camera in the profilmic past of the real world.
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When in Andrej Tarkovsky’s Andrej Rubljov (1969) a real horse really falls
from a staircase or in Jean Renoir’s La régle du jeu (1939) as well as in
Robert Bresson’s Mouchette (1967) a real rabbit is really shot, chances are
good that we are morally upset.!”

The uncoupling of perceiving from active participation and moral out-
rage has an important consequence: since there is nothing we can do, we
are free to watch and listen in order to satisfy our curiosity. Even more
importantly, we can dwell more deeply in our immersive experience. If the
disengagement of the practical did not exist and we were to witness a scene
of violence in reality, we would act practically, evaluate morally and be cap-
tivated more strongly by our emotions—but we would be less aware of the
whole experience. We would be absorbed completely, whereas in the movie
theater the experience is always partial. It is partially there, but simultane-
ously here, in our body, as well. Hence we need the ontological distance
as a prerequisite to devote our awareness more strongly to the fascinating-
perceptual and the frightening-emotional experience of violence and mon-
strosity. Last but not least, add the fact that we know from the outset that
this experience is not going to be an endless one: the cinematic experience
is a pre-packaged, finite, bounded encounter with fear after which we can
always return to our everyday life.

GLARING IMAGES, STRIKING SOUNDS:
THE IMPRESSIVENESS OF THE MOVIES

But are we that safe after all? I think we have to answer this question with
both “Yes” and ‘No.” Yes, we are safe insofar as we can always rely on
the ontological distance between cinematic surroundings and filmic world.
However, just because we are not subjected to the same danger as the char-
acters does not imply we confront no danger at all. Readers might have
noticed that I have talked about relative safety. In fact, some films can
have such strong emotional and corporeal effects that we consider them
a literal threat to our well-being. They make us feel psychologically mis-
treated and even physically harmed.!® Consider the numerous viewers who
couldn’t cope with Henry—Portrait of a Serial Killer and had to leave the
theater. Or take the spectators who got sick and even vomited because of
The Exorcist. These examples do not represent run-of-the-mill horror or
thriller experiences. Yet they accentuate quite spectacularly that fear and
shock are real.

The fact that films do sometimes have these overwhelming effects is—
implicitly or explicitly—conceded by the existence of four discourses or
classificatory systems. First of all, censorship: in this case a powerful
political or religious group decides to put a ban on a film (or parts of it),
because it deems the respective film too harmful for society as a whole. The
idea is that some films might harm the moral order of a society or trigger
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dangerous acts of imitation so that these films need to be concealed from
view. Second, the rating system: the Motion Picture Association of America
(MPAA) judges films according to the well-known rating system that clas-
sifies films from G to NC-17. The goal of the rating system is to protect a
part of society, namely children and adolescents, from psychological dis-
turbances or the danger of imitation. Obviously, people judge these media
effects quite differently. Hence there are often fierce controversies about
censorship and ratings. Third, academic ideology critique and criticism of
the politics of representation: by exposing films and their representations
of women, African Americans, homosexuals and other minority groups
(but also the representations of animals and nature) as agents of ideological
manipulation, this form of intellectual iconoclasm also ascribes a harmful
effect to movies.” Fourth, there is the genre as the last, but certainly not the
least important classificatory system. The genre as a communicative tool
guarantees that the individual knows by and large what to expect from a
movie. It thus functions as a means of self-protection. Many people frankly
admit that they are not able to bear horror movies, because these films are
too frightening—Dbe it, because their personal constitution in general or
their personal phobias vis-a-vis particular presentations in specific do not
allow for such intense experiences.

But how can something as fleeting as the cinema have such strong
effects? Phenomenologists of perception tell us that sight and sound per se
have pathic affective quality. The pathic is always a necessary part of per-
ception—we cannot disconnect perception (Wahrnehmung) from feeling
and affect (Empfindung).*® To be sure, there are differences between the
‘higher” and the ‘lower’ senses in terms of what Erwin Straus calls grnostic
and pathic moments of experience: the gnostic (recognition) dominates in a
sense like sight; the pathic (feeling) prevails in a sense like touch. Hence the
change from one prevailing sense modality to another implies a change in
dominance of the gnostic to the pathic moment (or vice versa). However, it
would be wrong to understand seeing merely as a distance sense that relates
the perceiving subject to the perceived object via distance and thus keeps
the object at bay. “In seeing, too, we not only experience the seen but also
ourselves as someone who sees,” Straus notes.?! What I see is not excluded
and distant from me—simply out there—but always stands in a pathic rela-
tion to me. While we might not be aware of this in everyday circumstances,
it becomes all the more obvious in extraordinary cases in which the pathic
is so strong that we experience it as affective.?> Think of visual objects
that glare or strike: the sun, the putrefying corpse of a dog at the roadside,
the gaze of a beautiful passer-by. The third stanza of Baudelaire’s famous
poem “To a Woman Passing By” is apposite here. At the sight of a beautiful
woman the thunderstruck poetic “I” exclaims: “A gleam. . . .then night!
O fleeting beauty, /Your glance has given me sudden rebirth . . .”2> While
the glaring of the sun might be explained (away) physiologically, the strong
effects of the disgusting dead animal and the female gaze (or male, for that
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matter) cannot. Seeing is a form of touching at a distance, as is exemplified
in the notion eye contact.”*

In what way does this relate to the violent and monstrous moving-images
of the cinema? The answer is as simple as it is obvious: the pathic moment
of seeing does not stop in front of moving-images in which the object is
not really there but merely artificially present. We cannot deny that we are
affected by reality and images (which does obviously not imply that both
experiences are identical phenomenologically). In his book The Power of
Images, David Freedberg marvels about the effectiveness, efficacy and vital-
ity of images and the unrefined, basic, pre-intellectual, raw responses they
entail: “People are sexually aroused by pictures and sculptures; they break
pictures and sculptures; they mutilate them, kiss them, cry before them,
and go on journeys to them; they are calmed by them, stirred by them, and
incited to revolt.”>* And they are, of course, afraid of them. Where does this
power of dead material come from, Freedberg wonders? His provocative
answer veers in two directions. First, his elaborate cross-cultural research
implies that approaching images from the perspective of response means
giving up the belief that our response to pictures must be radically different
from the way we respond to the world around us: “To respond to a picture
or sculpture ‘as if” it were real is little different from responding to reality as
real,” he writes.?® It would certainly be wrong to deduce from Freedberg’s
empirical argument that we experience images and reality identically. He
simply states that we respond intensely in both cases. Nor does he argue
that images represent reality—the second direction he moves into. “I do
not wish to suggest that response should be based on the perception of rep-
resentation as the more or less successful imitation or illusion of nature,” he
writes.?” Here lies the simple but important lesson to learn from Freedberg’s
empirical intervention: we are able to respond vividly to something that is
not really there.

As a consequence, we should abandon the third-person standpoint of
comparing images to reality. Otherwise we will always and necessarily
notice an essential lack. If we expect images to imitate or represent reality,
we cannot help but see them as deficient and hampered illusions.?® Which
would take us back to the point where we began: how do we explain the
strong effects of a deficient illusion? The same is true for the cinema. One
of the traditional ways to explain its strong effects was precisely to invoke
the “reality effect” of illusion. As my discussion of the differences between
immersion and illusion has shown, in the movie theater we do not respond
to an illusion—we respond to a fictional filmic world evoked by sound-
supported moving-images. Phenomenologically, this implies a crucial dif-
ference: we are not tricked into experiencing the onscreen action as real,
but always experience it as a film. This has troubled illusion theorists a
great deal. They couldn’t cope with the problem how a deficient illusion
might result in such intense responses. Since its inception phenomenologi-
cal aesthetics has rejected the idea of illusion or Schein.?” Hence it suggests
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itself to go back to the things themselves and describe the filmic image not
as a (deficient) illusion but as a phenomenon in its own right.

We should think of images not as acts of representation but as acts of
presentation.’>® To show something via image does not mean that the image
has to refer to something, but that something is presented artificially.3!
What images present, are visible entities with specific ontological features:
quasi-things present even if they are not real and cannot be seen outside
the image. Lambert Wiesing calls them phantoms in order to indicate their
ontological ambiguity and to distinguish them from real things and illu-
sions. W.J.T. Mitchell treats images quite similarly when he talks about the
“living image“ or “the image-as-organism,“ when he calls images “ghostly
semblances“ or “pseudo-life-forms,“ when he speaks about our double
consciousness toward images torn between “magical beliefs and sceptical
doubts, naive animism and hardheaded materialism, mystical and critical
attitudes®.’? This double consciousness is not something one could safely
ascribe to primitives, children, the uneducated or illiterate masses, but it
is a deep and abiding feature of human responses to images in general:
“It is not something we ‘get over’ when we grow up, become modern, or
acquire critical consciousness,“ Mitchell notes. ** Hence what might sound
mysterious from a naturalist-objectivist point of view is recognized as an
actual phenomenon from a phenomenological standpoint: consciousness of
something that has no real and material substance, that does not follow the
laws of physics, that cannot be analyzed and measured scientifically—the
phantoms of imagery.’*

Since they are actual, perceptible phenomena, the phantoms of imagery
are not exempt from the pathic quality of seeing. Their pathic element is
even more striking when we confront moving-images supported by sound.
Before this account becomes too iconocentric, let me hasten to add the
pathic quality of sound. Sound is always present: once we hear it, it has
already pressed in upon us, taken hold of us, captivated us.>* We can only
avert it after it has had an effect on us. The strong pathic aspect of sound,
in fact, propels the pathic moment of the image, as can be seen when both
are fused into the single gestalt of sound film.3¢

Searching for a solution to the intricate ‘paradox of fiction,” a number
of scholars from the field of philosophical aesthetics have recently argued
that the quality, vividness and impressiveness of a filmic presentation are
responsible for the viewer’s feelings—not the beliefs in the reality of the
filmic world and its fictional characters. The vivid appearance of a visu-
ally and aurally present cinematic object is sufficient for real feelings. It all
depends on the concrete presentational qualities; it needs to be presented
vividly enough.?”

Hence we are neither tricked by a literal illusion nor do we foster the
belief that what is presented re-presents something real in documentary
fashion. While the question of illusion implies the problem that what
we perceive is real right now, the question of belief implies the problem
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that what we perceive was real in the past. As to the latter, we rarely lose
knowledge of the fact that what we see is fictional (who could forget that
slime-spitting giant bugs or rampaging dinosaurs are not really out there?).
However, there is a difference: in contrast to illusion belief can be added—
and this clearly influences our response. Think of the shocked early audi-
ences who thought that The Blair Witch Project was a documentary and
not a fiction film. And remember the response to the harmed animals in
the Tarkovsky, Renoir and Bresson movies mentioned previously. When we
assume a documentary consciousness—i.e., when we belief that the film
not only presents but also re-presents what was once real and thus lose the
fictional distance—the quality of the ontological distance changes. We are,
at the very least, more strongly challenged on moral grounds. But the cases
under consideration in this study do not presuppose a belief in the reality
status of the images and sounds in order to be affective. What the images
and sounds present, artificially makes us respond vividly.

To repeat, the question of a literal illusion is not at stake when we watch
a frightening film. Instead, how strongly we respond is a matter of the
vividness and impressiveness of the filmic presentation—and the cinema
of fear offers some prime examples of highly effective and affective pre-
sentations. We are not afraid of the monster or the violent act as if they
were real, but of the vivid presentation of the monster and violent act via
moving-image and sound. The easiest and most obvious proof is the fact
that we do not jump up and run out of the theater in order to escape the
monster, but simply avoid looking and listening to the images and sounds
of the film. Thus fear in the face of a non-existent filmic object or event
should be far from astonishing. A tacit assumption of the illusion thesis
is that we can only fear the real things of perception. But this is clearly
not the case. There are numerous modes of consciousness in which we are
afraid but do not confront the real things of perception: dreams, hallucina-
tions and memories come to mind. The same goes for images. David Freed-
berg’s search for psychological invariants in response to images suggests
that human beings throughout history and across cultures have reacted
powerfully: the affective quality of images seems to be an anthropological
constant.>® Why, then, should we not be afraid of something that is felt as
vividly and impressively as the presentation of the filmic world (even if it is
simultaneously irreal)? Even though they are immaterial, cinematic images
and sounds literally affect the viewer.

REDUCING THE PHENOMENOLOGICAL DISTANCE,
OR A REAL THREAT TO THE VIEWER

When the images and sounds of a frightening movie become literally im-
pressive, when they press in upon us and leave an affective trace, when
we stop feeling safe from what we see and hear, we get the feeling that
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something has broken away or has been extremely diminished: we expe-
rience a dangerous proximity of the threatening movie. The ontological
distance might be the movie’s safety net. But a safety net presupposes some
kind of risk. Even if we might cut the intertwinement with the horrify-
ing film at any time, the fact that we are intertwined implicates a possible
exposure to and contact with the unbearable. In fact, the moment we turn
away often comes too late: we have already crossed the boundary between
the fascinating still-watchable and the abhorrent un-watchable. While
the ontological distance cannot be bridged, we often face the vanishing
(or dwindling) of what I call the phenomenological distance. The viewer
experiences the phenomenological distance to the film as vacillating on a
continuum from growing to decreasing, depending on the relative position
beforehand. When the film really closes in on us with all its frightening
potential we can grasp what Carol Clover might have had in mind when
she wrote that the “horror movie is somehow more than the sum of its
monsters; it is itself monstrous.”” Hence ascribing a genuine threat to the
movies is no rhetorical exaggeration.

But what if the phenomenological distance shrinks radically? In her
famous essay On Photography Susan Sontag underscores an important
precondition for the frightening impact of (moving) images: “One is vulner-
able to disturbing events in the form of photographic images in a way that
one is not to the real thing. That vulnerability is part of the distinctive pas-
sivity of someone who is a spectator twice over, spectator of events already
shaped, first by the participants and second by the image maker.”*® Sontag
develops her argument with Michelangelo Antonioni’s China documentary
Chung Kuo (1972) in mind, but her remarks are valid for the experience of
fiction films as well. When we watch a gruesome thriller in the multiplex we
are also forced to follow events with a double passivity: the events onscreen
are determined, first, by the fictional narrative (what is presented) and,
second, by the aesthetic choices of the filmmaker (how it is presented). As
real-life spectators of the gruesome events we would have modest possibili-
ties for—potentially relieving—participation, whereas in the movie theater
we are bound to our seats, motor activity largely inhibited, with little else
to do but looking.

Moreover, while in reality we would be able to direct our attention
according to our own will (hence choosing the details we consider appro-
priate), in the movie theater we are forced to confront what the filmmaker
has pre-selected for us. Furthermore, the film also condenses the tempo-
ral extension of the event—the interesting parts presented in an interest-
ing way—generally with regard to maximum effect. Hence what I have
described as an essential blessing is simultaneously a curse: our passivity
and ontological absence from the scene of action. However, only because
the viewer is forced into this ambiguous passivity, he or she can enjoy fear
in the first place. Without the restrained viewing position vis-a-vis the hor-
rifying film the viewer would simply not be afraid (or, at least, be afraid
in a very different way). This ambiguity is essential: we do not have to do
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anything against what happens inside the filmic world, but we also cannot
do anything. As Sontag puts it: “the camera looks for me—and obliges me
to look, leaving as my only option not to look.” #

The last part of the sentence points to a potential way out the movie
theater’s distinctive passivity. When all classificatory measures of protec-
tion are ineffectual and we are faced with a film that threatens to approach,
overwhelm and harm us despite the barriers of censorship, rating system
and genre, we can still keep the cinematic experience an endurable one.
Despite the passivity that the cinematic dispositive forces on us, we often
do take very specific actions—even though we neither run away nor inter-
vene in the filmic world. When we look away, close our eyes or cover our
ears, we literally try to escape from the filmic threat. This is not meant in a
metaphoric sense. Depending on what we consider more threatening—the
visible or the audible—we might proceed by first looking at the exit sign
and then covering our ears or vice versa, creating a sort of hierarchy of
the horrific aspects and thus a hierarchy of different levels of flight. I have
talked about geographical flight in the sense of running out of the theater.
These geographical flight reactions would imply that we took the diegetic
threat literally. Obviously, we are not that naive. To be sure, there are view-
ers who do leave the theater. However, this is less a direct flight-reaction
to a certain scene—viewers do not run out of the theater in panic—rather
than the avoidance of an overall, accumulated unpleasant experience.*

This does not entail, however, that covering our eyes and ears is not an
actual flight from a real threat. As phenomenologist Aurel Kolnai notes:
“Flight need not literally mean running away, traveling to a distant place,
or going into hiding. It is not the spatial proximity of the feared object but
the agent’s being actually or virtually exposed to its impact that matters.”
You don’t have to duck away from gruesome images, it is sufficient to look
away. You don’t have to run out of the theater, it’s enough if you cover
your ears. These are active decisions. We have to let loose and purposely
untangle ourselves from the tight grip of the movie. But why try to escape
if not for the sake of our endangered well-being? The film may be fictional;
the threat to the well-being of our lived bodies and psyches is not. The dan-
ger to the characters might occur at a safe ontological distance; what we
see, hear and feel can easily bridge the phenomenological distance. Stan-
ley Kubrick has illustrated this difference quite appositely. In a highly self-
reflexive sequence in his horror masterpiece The Shining (1980) the young
boy Danny Torrance (Danny Lloyd) stands in a hallway of the huge Over-
look Hotel in which he spends the winter with his family. Suddenly he sees
bloody images of mutilated bodies flash up in front of him. Rather than
trying to escape, the shocked boy raises his hands in front of his eyes. After
a while he hesitantly dares to peek through his fingers. A voice soothes him:
“It’s just like pictures in a book, Danny. It isn’t real.” The wise boy does not
trust the voice, however. He knows that even if the images are of a differ-
ent order than reality, they nevertheless have a real effect on him. The boy
acknowledges it by raising his hands protectively.
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Figure 3.2 Daring a fearful look: Danny Torrance (Danny Lloyd) in The Shining.

Our various aversive reactions do not have to involve physical move-
ment, though. There are other—albeit less secure—strategies of temporary
avoidance (or flight, if you will). The first is looking at rather than into the
movie: by withdrawing from immersion into appreciation—i.e. by stressing
the film-as-artifice rather than the filmic world—the filmic phantoms might
disappear and lose their power to haunt us. Second, one can also look onto
the movie by either focusing on the material basis of the film through fore-
grounding an awareness of the screen and the flickering dance of lights and
shadows (which is not the same as appreciating the style and technique of
the movie); or by taking an elevated, distanced position by emphasizing
the film’s fictional status. Rather than looking into the movie, the viewer
looks away, looks at it or looks onto it. Annette Hill usefully distinguishes
between “physical barriers, where participants use their body to withdraw
from viewing violence, and mental barriers, where participants choose on
anything other than violent depictions on screen.”**

What distinguishes looking-at and looking-onto from looking-away (or
even covering one’s eyes and ears) is the degree of conspicuousness and
security. While the activity of the latter is characterized by treacherous
movements, other avoidance strategies remain more inconspicuous. This
is an advantage for those who are not supposed to reveal fearfulness. Not
astonishingly, then, flight reactions seem to be separated roughly along
gender lines. While men are supposed to display fearlessness, women are
expected to cower and look away. Hence men might more often look for
ruptures in realism or try to admire the quality of the special effects as
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counterparts to looking away. Yet there is a downside to it: looking-at and
looking onto the movie is risky business, since the horrifying phantoms
of imagery return easily; or we might not be able to get rid of them in the
first place, because they sturdily occupy a central position in our field of
consciousness and thus defy straightforward cognitive detachment. It takes
an effort to resist the initial urge to look into rather than at or onto the
film.* Once my active decision to admire, say, special-effects artist Tom
Savini’s ingenuous design of the monster is ruptured—either because the
fictional content crosses the threshold of attention or because I am tempted
by curiosity—I end up back in the filmic world after all.

Note that these various degrees of control are possible only because the
ontological distance between reality and filmic world exists. The ontologi-
cal distance relieves us from deeply involved action in terms of ethical or
legal interventions even if the phenomenological distance breaks down
momentarily. Once we have looked away, covered our ears or concen-
trated on the formal aspects, the phenomenological distance jumps back
into place. Since the ontological distance is always present as background
knowledge, what would in real life consume our whole attention, in the
cinema becomes a cause of pleasure: the foregrounding of the body due to
a diminished phenomenological distance. To be sure, even if the impressive
and vivid presentation of violence and monstrosity poses a genuine threat,
to perceive extreme violence and a powerful monster by way of a film does
not endanger us identically as real violence and monstrosity would—pre-
cisely because it endangers us like a film. Comparing the resulting forms of
fear would be a category mistake—as if I said “I am more afraid of bungee-
jumping than losing my job.” Being afraid of a film and being afraid of a
murderer are two kinds of fear.

TRUE FRIGHT: AFRAID OF THE HORRIFIC

If a genuine threat exists, it is not astonishing that there is also some kind of
fear. To put it differently, if we are frightened, we assume a real danger. People
are generally frightened only, if they consider a situation dangerous. Think of
the behavior in front of a cage containing a lethal animal: there is little trace of
fear. Of course, there are situations that are—statistically speaking—not dan-
gerous, and we are frightened anyway. These fears are often judged irrational.
The fear of flying is a classic case in point. But calling this form of fear irratio-
nal implies a third-person perspective: someone waving a statistic and arguing
for the safety of flying. For the person experiencing fear, however, the danger
of flying is very real. Trying to convince the scared person with statistics—i.e.
rational arguments—is often futile. This is, by the way, another argument
against the central position of beliefs in emotions.

The same goes for the movies. If we find a film frightening, its threat
is indisputable. Attempts to soothe us with the argument that this is only
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a movie might be convincing—often they do not succeed. This is the case
precisely because I am afraid of the vivid and impressive presentation of
the movie itself and not by its status as a failed illusion referring to the
extra-filmic world. And even if these arguments are successful, it takes an
active step to create a distance from the filmic world and look at or onto it.
Being afraid of a movie therefore does not imply that we actively suspend
disbelief. Far from it. Just as the person afraid of flying does not willingly
suspend disbelief in something he or she is rationally aware of (namely the
safety of flying), the viewer in the movie theater does not suspend disbelief
in the movie’s irreality. He or she is simply afraid, even though the aware-
ness that the movie is irreal does not disappear. In fact, a conscious act of
volition would be counterproductive for any emotion. Volition is involved
only in our readiness to enter the reception process and our effort to con-
centrate.*® Insofar, the talk of a “willing suspension of disbelief” does not
make sense in terms of frightening movies. But Coleridge’s famous phrase
is doubtful also because we do not suspend our disbelief and then consider
the fictional world as though it was real: this is precisely the reason why
we do not run away from the monster but look away from the images of
its evil conduct.

What are we afraid of then? The cause of fear is nothing more and noth-
ing less than the onscreen appearance of the disproportional immorality
and disturbing brutality of the violent act or monster, forced on us through
the vividness and impressiveness of threateningly close cinematic images
and sounds. Its emotional impact is clearly rooted in the present: in our
momentary confrontation with dangerous moving-images and sounds.
However, we must also take into account the possibility that we are instinc-
tively and unconsciously afraid of a future effect. The episodic appraisal
(“This is threatening to my well-being right now!”) might be interlinked
with a long-standing appraisal (“This can harm my psychical integrity for
a long time!”). It is always possible that we fear that we will have to remem-
ber these perceptions. They might haunt us in our dreams and daydreams.
They can turn into lasting threats. The film critic Pauline Kael once com-
mented on the effects the famous shower scene in Psycho had on her: “The
shock stayed with me to a degree that I remember it whenever 'm in a
motel shower.” Or consider this quote from a participant in Annette Hill’s
empirical study: “I went to see The Shining when I was quite young and this
film scared me so much I just decided never to go and see another horror
movie. The thrill while you’re in the cinema isn’t worth the risk when you
get home, when you can’t sleep.”® Hence in the face of cinematic horror
we also look away, because it can pose a long-term threat to our psychical
well-being. We intuitively know that once the frightening film haunts us,
hardly any flight reaction will help: we cannot look, let alone run away
from our fearful memories.

Cinematic horror does not need to take a detour via characters, then, but
affects us directly. The directness of horror would help to explain why horror
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movies are so effective despite our notoriously low allegiance with their—
often—unpleasant cardboard characters. It is me who is directly frightened
by the violent onslaught onscreen, and it is me who is directly afraid of
the threatening appearance of the monster. Neither a personal character
involvement nor his or her observational facial and bodily responses are
necessary for our reaction (even if they certainly help to increase it).

This becomes quite clear when we are confronted with the result of a
violent act that has already occurred unseen earlier in the film. Take the
scene in The Silence of the Lambs in which a dead lieutenant (Charles
Napier) is revealed slit open and crucified against Hannibal Lecter’s cage.
The fact that this disclosure frightens (rather than disgusts) me cannot be
explained by empathy since I do not feel fright together with (let alone iden-
tical to) the policeman—who is dead after all. Nor can sympathy account
for my frightened reaction, because I am not afraid for the lifeless char-
acter.” T might feel pity or sorrow for him, but that wouldn’t explain the
frightening aspect. In terms of the monster let me note that in direct horror
proper we are not afraid of what the monster might do to the characters in
the immediate future—in this case we would experience the anticipatory
fright that I call terror. It is the monster’s immoral and brutal intention
that appears threatening to us. This is not to deny that terror and horror
often occur simultaneously, thus reinforcing each other. However, there are
instances in which we are afraid of the monster’s presence itself even when
no character is around. Think, again, of The Silence of the Lambs, when
the weirdly dressed, make-up- and wig-wearing serial killer Jame ‘Buffalo
Bill’ Gumb (Ted Levine) tells himself “I'd fuck me. I’'d fuck me so hard” and
dances in front of a video camera, facing us directly. This scene still scares
me after numerous viewings even though there no character is threatened
by the strange demeanor.

THE PLEASURE OF DIRECT HORROR

If the threat wasn’t real and the potentiality of being overwhelmed was
nonexistent, we would follow the film emotionless. Only because a genu-
ine danger lurks are we frightened at all. The emotional captivation, on
the other hand, has ramifications for our intertwinement with the horrific:
it is fright that immerses us and thus creates an emotional fascination
beyond the simple curious cognitive fascination that I have talked about
at the beginning. The interest in violence and the monster itself couldn’t
explain this immersive effect. If curiosity was the whole story, we would
merely pay remote attention to the horrific as something unusual, compa-
rable to a visit to a botanical garden or a zoo. But we do not only confront
these sound-supported moving-images in order to satisfy a quasi-scientific
curiosity. We are fascinated and drawn to the filmic world because of
the very emotional, corporeal effect these exposures entail—namely fear.
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Even if correct in one sense, Carroll’s overly rational terms ‘interest’ or
‘curiosity’ are therefore too limited.

Instead, what we enjoy in horror is precisely the emotional immersion of
Angst-Lust, i.e. pleasurable fear.’® Co-existentialist versions of pleasure in
horror such as Carroll’s—in which the cognitive pleasure of interest and the
emotional displeasure of fear exist next to each other—have to be replaced
by an integrationist one. Moritz Geiger is right when he argues: “When
aesthetic pleasure is mixed with moments of displeasure, pleasure acquires
a different character. It might become bitterer, more ambivalent, less uni-
form, but displeasure does not exist next to pleasure. In pleasurable pain,
in enjoyable anguish these feelings merge with pleasure. And pleasurable
horror is [ . . . ] not simply pleasure plus horror.“** Hence pleasurable fear
(Angst-Lust) does not consist of two components that stand next to each
other (like the two emotions horror and disgust in many horror scenes).
Instead, pleasure is a quality of the emotion itself—its positive valence, as
psychologists say. What is more, it might be misleading if we associate plea-
sure exclusively with words like happy, blissful, glad, joyful etc. The Geiger
quote underscores that an emotion like cinematic fear can be experienced
positively, even if the pleasure it yields does not make you straighforwardly
happy, but comes across as somewhat mixed and with a slightly bitter fla-
vor. Pleasurable fear is described more acurately as satisfying or gratifying
rather than pure bliss, joy and delight.

This also helps to explain why we enjoy the moment of relief after the
scene is over. If pleasurable fear was pure bliss, the relief could not stand
out. A narrative of unmixed joy soon means utter boredom. It is the slightly
more bitter—but still pleasurable—experience of horror, shock, dread and
terror that makes the straightforwardly enjoyable moments of relief all
the more noticeable. But this is obviously not to say that we enjoy relief
alone; moments of cinematic fear are not a price to be paid but enable
a very specific gratifying form of pleasure—one flavored with a grain of
ambivalence.

The emotional fascination characteristic of pleasurable fear entails that
our phenomenological distance from the filmic world decreases. I have
indicated that the viewer experiences the phenomenological distance as
vacillating between decreasing and growing. The first type of distance
reduction is immersion proper—an experience particularly accentuated in
the immersive environment of the multiplex theater. In cinematic horror
we seem to be pulled in, because we show interest in the object, but also
and foremost because we are emotionally captivated. We acknowledge this
phenomenological movement towards the film in ordinary language when
we ascribe the movie a ‘magnetizing’ potential or talk about being ‘glued to
the screen.” Cinematic horror, at first, draws us near.

However, the direction is reversed once we reach the tipping point where
we consider it necessary to untangle ourselves from the film. This tipping
point changes, of course, from viewer to viewer. Hence it is impossible
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to gauge the precise starting point beyond which something objectively or
universally becomes unbearable. If it happens and we are overwhelmed and
overly frightened by the horrific, we experience a second type of distance
variation: a radical reduction in which the film seems to close in on, jump at
or even attack us. This breakdown of the phenomenological distance—the
opposite of immersion—happens precisely during those instances when we
have turned away too late and have glimpsed and heard too much. The fact
that the film is experienced as suddenly and powerfully coming near can
be judged from the various receding activities described previously. During
the most intense moments the viewer responds by raising the hands in front
of the eyes or covering the ears as if to escape the overwhelming proxim-
ity and threat of the film. Hard-pressed by the film the viewer retreats and
reacts with bodily defense reactions, thus putting a literal barrier between
him or her and the film. These protective responses against the distance
reduction of the film are attempts to renew the previous phenomenologi-
cal distance. As such, they can lead to the biggest detachment possible: the
viewer extricates him- or herself from the closeness of the movie by cut-
ting the intertwinement with the filmic world. Even if this happens in most
cases only briefly, the viewer leaves the film experience temporarily behind.
Immersion makes way for extrication.

The pleasurable-fear experience is therefore characterized by a balanc-
ing act between the strong intertwinement of immersion and the loosened
or even cut entanglement of extrication. When the viewer decides to watch
a thriller or a horror movie, he or she turns into a sensation-seeker walk-
ing the tightrope of a still-pleasurable experience that could easily entail a
plunge into the depth of an already-unpleasant experience. The pleasure
would not be possible, however, if the balancing act did not include the
very danger of stumbling into the abyss. Hence direct horror is dominated
by the simultaneity of a strong curious and emotional fascination and the
fear of being overwhelmed. We want to see it all—but not see too much.
We wish to hear everything—yet not hear too much. We long for a strong
emotional experience—but dread an experience that overwhelms. In short,
we enjoy pleasurable fear, but shy away from displeasing fear. Direct horror
can therefore imply a push-pull experience: quick back-and-forth move-
ments between a strong engagement with the pleasurably dangerous filmic
There and a receding into the safe shelter of the cinematic Here.

THE LIVED-BODY EXPERIENCE:
A DENSE FRIGHTENING MOMENT

No matter what the experiential differences between the two types of dis-
tance reduction might be, in both cases the viewer is strongly affected
bodily. But how exactly do we experience the bodily stimulation of direct
horror? So far I have talked predominantly about the relation between
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viewer and film in terms of distance variation, leaving out the bodily expe-
rience proper. The frightening confrontation with violence or monstrosity
is, above all, a wholesale emotional captivation that has to be distinguished
from more localized reactions such as nausea caused by cinematic disgust
(which is focused around the stomach and/or the gorge) or crying in the
face of a melodramatic scene (which converges foremost around the eyes).
Our experiences of the lived-body have various shadings: sometimes as a
fully integrated, close part of the self, at other times as a loosely attached,
somewhat distanced part of the self. The less clearly it can be localized
and the less qualitatively circumscribed it seems, the more embracing and
encompassing it is. Think of extreme fear versus strong pain in your fin-
gertip. The pain in the fingertip is certainly part of you, but it is also some-
what externalized. The (physiological) body that I have, not the (lived)
body that I am is foregrounded. In contrast, fear colors the whole self with
a different hue; hence the lived-body that T am pushes to the fore. Aurel
Kolnai notes, “fear never singles out [ . . . | particular spheres of interest
in one’s own self: for in every genuine case of fear it is somehow the whole
self, or the very existence of the self, that is put into question | . . . | Even
if fear be particularly weak because of the distance or uncertain effective-
ness of what provokes it, still its intentional directedness always somehow
‘permeates through’ to the most ultimate and vital interests which appear
to be endangered.”*?

This wholesale emotional captivation is characterized by a peculiar con-
striction of the viewer’s lived-body caused precisely by the importunate
threat of the film. According to Hermann Schmitz, the lived-body expe-
rience generally shifts on a continuum between constriction and expan-
sion. For instance, the emotions of guilt and sorrow amount to a negative
constrictive experience, whereas joy and yearning have strong expansive
tendencies. Think of the phenomenological—not physical!—heaviness that
pulls you down in sorrow or the strong feeling of guilt that leaves you little
air to breathe. In joy, on the other hand, we have a tendency to jump into
the air or embrace the whole world, and yearning reaches out for the spa-
tial or temporal distance. Hence both are expansive.”*> What about fear?
Just as disgust, it is located very much on the constrictive end of the spec-
trum. In the face of an act of violence or monstrous object the threaten-
ing film appears (overly) close phenomenologically: the viewer experiences
the fright vis-a-vis the importunate, threatening object’s proximity as a
constriction of the lived-body. The etymology of the French, German and
English words ‘angoisse,” ‘Angst’ and ’anxious’ retains this constrictive ten-
dency. The Latin word ‘angor’ has the same roots as ‘ango’, which implies
choking and suffocating.>

The notion of constriction will play a crucial role throughout this study:
it describes a recurring, if differently shaded experience of all forms of cine-
matic fear discussed here. But constriction is not the whole story. Fear is also
characterized by an expansive, if hampered Away!-tendency: an ultimately
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futile impulse to escape the lived-body’s constriction. In order to understand
what Schmitz means by this expansive Away!-tendency one has to grasp his
distinction between relative and absolute location.*® In fear, one can escape
the physical body’s relative location, that is, the subject’s position in geo-
metrical space vis-a-vis the threatening object. This is what we do when we
look away or cover our ears: we leave the relative location. However, one
cannot flee one’s absolute location, i.e. the lived-body’s phenomenological
Here. It is precisely this absolute phenomenological location right here that
we experience as constricted in moments of fear. We desperately want to
escape our skin, as it were, by expanding Away somewhere, but cannot flee
the lived-body’s constriction. As a consequence, there is a pulsating tension
between dominant constriction and attempted expansion—a characteristic
experience not unlike the one that defines erotic lust. According to Schmitz,
it is this pulsating game of lived-body constriction and expansion that can
turn fear into a source of pleasure—if handled properly.

Since our bodies in tension are so intensely engaged by the threatening—
and threateningly close—film, moments of horror stand out from the tem-
poral flux of mundane life. What is usually lived transparently and implicitly
becomes densely compressed—Ilike a slow river that is suddenly caught by
a wild and ferocious current. Horror has a decidedly temporal component
that deeply underscores the present here and now. In the face of frightening
violence or monstrosity, the body in tension is caught by the gravity of time.
As Vivian Sobchack reminds us, it has often been noted that we tend “to
feel this intense sense of presence, to feel most alive, when we are most at
bodily (and psychic) risk. Faced with a present threat to our being, we have
no time to think about past or future, but this could also be reversed: it is
the past and future that have ‘no time’ because the extended ‘now’ excludes
them as it encloses us. Thus, this sense of aliveness—of being just here, just
now—emerges both from and as the simultaneous extension of our present
and the heightening of our presence.”*¢

SOMATIC EMPATHY: PAINFUL ACTS OF VIOLENCE

While this intense, engrossing bodily and temporal experience can be recu-
perated through phenomenological reflection, during the film it does not
enter the viewer’s focal awareness (even if it is much less peripheral than
in real-life situations of danger). Yet cinematic horror often entails another
form of bodily stimulation—one that is restricted to a limited corporeal
area rather than being fully engrossing and is therefore able to force its way
into awareness more centrally. T am talking about somatic empathy in its
varieties of sensation, affective and motor mimicry.’” Somatic empathy is
a form of Einfiihlung that describes a more or less automatic, but no more
than partial parallelism between a character’s and my own body’s sensa-
tions, affects or motions. Think of the muscular urge to support a character
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who is untangling the cables of a ticking time bomb (motor mimicry); the
itchiness experienced when looking at a character wearing coarse cotton
on bare skin (sensation mimicry); the disgust one experiences upon see-
ing a fully grossed-out character waking up in a freezer full of putrefying
body parts, as in the 2006 remake of The Hills Have Eyes (affective mim-
icry). Or take the impression that one is short of breath when a character
drowns, gets strangled or has to fight against the breath-taking impact of
lethal nerve gas, as in Saw II (2005). Having argued that the frightening
aspect of cinematic horror does not depend on character engagement, I do
not want to exclude this important form of empathy, a recurrent corollary
of our confrontation with the horrific. However, somatic empathy does not
demand strong character allegiance either. In fact, it works in connection
with figures never encountered before in the film; even animals or cartoon
characters can be objects of somatic empathy.

I have mentioned that the ontological distance allows us to become
partly aware of our bodily experience. This is particularly true for cases like
shock. But it also goes for somatic empathy, a particular carnal response
that makes us feel ourselves feeling and thus enables a strong awareness-
of-oneself as an embodied viewer. In horror movies and thrillers a typical
form of somatic empathy is the vague and diffuse, yet intense sensation one
feels while exposed to graphic moving-images of pain. A classic example
is the dentist scene in Marathon Man (1976), in which Dr. Szell (Laurence
Olivier) tortures Babe Levy (Dustin Hoffman) by drilling holes into his
teeth. Or the moment in Misery (1990) when the mad aficionado Annie
Wilkes (Kathy Bates) smashes the ankles of her beloved author Paul Shel-
don (James Caan) with a sledgehammer. One could also take a drastic
imagination evoked by the description of tubes inserted into a male char-
acter’s genitals in Seven.

In these cases we obviously do not suffer from tooth-ache or a pierc-
ing pain in our ankles; nor do we feel a hellish anguish in our genitals.
Insofar, the feeling is clearly reduced and changed. Still, one cannot deny
that we experience a peculiar, intense foregrounding of the lived-body. In
contrast to fear which overwhelms us completely and therefore cannot be
localized directly, painful somatic empathy often affects more distinct local
regions of the body and thus touches us merely partially. Even in cases
in which somatic empathy cannot be pinpointed and seems to be spread
out over the lived-body somewhat diffusely, it is less engrossing than fear.
What is true for the spatial structure also counts for the temporal side.
The wholesale emotional captivation of fearful cinematic horror is com-
paratively gradual and continual: the beginning and end are not clearly
marked. The abrupt transformation of empathic pain, on the other hand,
has a much more episodic structure. Similar to moments of shock, it stands
out as a discrete puncturing gestalt with a clear beginning and end. The
lived-body speaks up shortly, as it were, but does not keep its voice up for
long. Moreover, since it is such an abrupt and reflex-like response somatic
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Figure 3.3 Painful somatic empathy: Szell (Laurence Olivier) tortures Babe Levy
(Dustin Hoffman) in Marathon Man.

empathy has a compulsory quality: we can hardly avoid it. This coercive
aspect of empathic pain makes it so effective, yet it is also one of the reasons
why some viewers despise it. While I have a certain freedom of avoidance
in looking away from the monster, in abrupt cases of empathic pain I have
to concede the initiative largely to the film.

Fear appears close to the self, overwhelms us completely, comes into
being gradually and lasts. Painful somatic empathy, on the other hand, is
a somewhat distanced, localized and abrupt feeling. These differences are
mirrored in the psychological longevity. Fear can haunt us for hours and
even weeks. The spectrum ranges from avoiding dark alleys on the way
home to the abiding fear of swimming in the ocean (think of Spielberg’s
Jaws) or taking showers (a phobia sparked by Hitchcock’s Psycho). Long-
lasting effects are rare in connection to somatic empathy. Unlike dread and
much like shock, somatic empathy tends to vanish quickly after the scene
has ended. When we leave the theater, we might feel a bit unpleasant, but
we usually recover quickly.

But how is somatic empathy possible in the first place? Precisely because
I am in a position different from the character onscreen, the only thing left
to balance this experiential disproportion is my own body. Vivian Sob-
chack explains how the viewer autonomously responds to the solicitation
of the graphically violent scene: “my body’s intentional trajectory, seeking
a sensible object to fulfill this sensual solicitation, will reverse its direction
to locate its partially frustrated sensual grasp on something more literally
accessible. That more literally accessible sensual object is my own subjec-
tively felt lived-body. Thus, ‘on the rebound’ from the screen—and without



106 Cinematic Emotion in Horror Films and Thrillers

a reflective thought—I will reflexively turn toward my own carnal, sensual,
and sensible being.”’® We experience and comprehend movies not just cog-
nitively but with our entire bodily being—a body that is always informed
by the history and carnal knowledge of our acculturated sensorium. Since
the viewer is dependent on the personal carnal knowledge of the object
and the pain it inflicts, familiar weapons and affected body parts tend to
cause stronger somatic empathy. Hence knife cuts are more effective than
gunshots, needles stabbed in the eye are more somatically painful than the
sight and sound of a body torn apart by a bomb.> What is more, precisely
because the former weapons are familiar, they enhance the likelihood of
a collective response: while the great majority of viewers can draw on the
carnal knowledge of a knife-cut, the spectators who were ripped apart by a
bomb must, I gladly assume, be few and far between.

The reflexive turn towards the body in somatic empathy certainly
depends on the primacy of seeing and hearing as the two primary cinematic
senses. But when we go to the cinema we do not leave our culturally shaped
senses of touch, smell, and taste at the entrance door just because the film
privileges seeing and hearing. There might be a sense hierarchy, but the
cinema uses dominant vision and hearing to speak comprehensibly to the
other senses as well—or better: to the lived-body as a whole. The experi-
encing body sees and hears always in cooperation and exchange with other
sensorial accesses to the world. A centralizing self always synthesizes the
empirically discrete perceptions. Sobchack therefore describes the viewer as
a cinesthetic subject—a portmanteau expression that combines the words
cinema and synaesthetic. She notes that “even if the intentional objects of
my experience at the movies are not wholly realized by me and are grasped
in a sensual distribution that would be differently structured were I out-
side the theater, I nonetheless do have a real sensual experience that is not
reducible either to the satisfaction of merely two of my senses or to sensual
analogies and metaphors constructed only ‘after the fact’ through the cog-
nitive operations of conscious thought.”®® Harking back to my examples
of painful somatic empathy: despite the fact that my feeling of toothache
or genital pain is clearly reduced and transformed, I still have a partially
fulfilled sensory experience.

Obviously, filmmakers can manipulate the carnal intensity of somatic
empathy. They simply need to optimize our sensual access of seeing and
hearing so that the two senses can be cross-modally translated more easily.
Think of the torture scene in Marathon Man: if it was shown in long shot
with a distant soundtrack, we would barely feel anything. This is why the
film literally brings us closer to the pain-ful site. In order to affect us deeply
and painfully, close-ups and loud, horrifying sounds reduce the sensual
and thus the phenomenological distance. Even if it is primarily an object
of vision and not touch, the close-up nevertheless provokes a sense of the
intimate and tangible.®!
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In this chapter I have dealt with direct horror, an aesthetic strategy that
presents the fascinating and frightening violent event or monstrous object
as directly as possible. But, as the next chapter will show, there is a type of
horror that is not based on perceptions of sound-supported moving-images
of violence or monstrosity but on imaginations of the horrific. I am talk-
ing about suggested horror. Often horrifying imaginations contribute just
as much—or even more—to the effectiveness of frightening movies. Since
considerable aesthetic as well as phenomenological differences exist, the
two categories should not be lumped together.



4 Intimidating Imaginations
A Phenomenology of Suggested Horror

[W]hatever you can imagine is far worse than what you can portray.
The thing that really scares you in a movie is when suggestions are
made to your mind, and then your mind does most of the work.

(Stuart Gordon)!

[O]nly that which gives free rein to the imagination is effective. The
more we see, the more we must be able to imagine. And the more we
add to our imaginations, the more we must think we see. [ . .. ] to
present the utmost to the eye is to bind the wings of fancy.

(Gotthold Ephraim Lessing)?

SUGGESTED HORROR: THE DEFINITION

* A woman has just delivered a baby. A doctor arrives on the scene.
The worried mother asks the doctor whether her child is supposed
to be “crying like this.” The doctor takes the weeping baby, which
is wrapped in a blanket and hence cannot be seen properly. He looks
astonished, even frightened, and asks a woman standing next to him:
“What happened during the delivery?” After receiving the response
that everything was normal, he asks her anxiously: “Did you drop
him?” And then, looking more terrified, in a crescendo of revela-
tions, he conveys more information about the crying baby—which
the viewer still cannot see: “Inform the ambulance that we have a
situation . . . (now addressing the mother) I have never seen—this. It
appears that your baby has sustained some fractions while inside your

uterus. His arms and his legs are broken.”

e A private detective questions a suspect who tells him the story of an
extremely violent occult ceremony that took place in a hotel room.
“|A] boy was bound naked on a rubber mat. There were complicated
incantations and stuff in Latin and Greek. A pentacle was branded
on his chest.” While the music gradually intensifies, he continues by
mentioning a man who was handed a dagger: “And he sliced the boy
clean open. And he ate his heart. He cut it out so quickly, the heart

was still beating when he wolfed it down.”
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e The female lieutenant of a spaceship believes that a contagious alien
might be found inside the corpse of a young girl. She demands an
autopsy. We see a tablet full of chirurgic scalpels, scissors and saws. A
doctor puts on rubber gloves. We hear quiet sounds of cutting, while
we see the doctors face in close-up looking downwards and offscreen
towards the corpse he is working on. A cut follows: blood runs into
a rinse, hands smear blood on rubber, blood on the doctor’s rubber
cloak. The doctor: “Everything is in place. There is no sign of infec-
tion.” Still we haven’t seen the girl’s opened body. The lieutenant:
“Chest! Open the chest.” The doctor puts his bloody scalpel into a
glass and grabs a huge saw. The lieutenant: “Be careful.” A shot of
the bloody saw is followed by a close-up of the commander’s face and
sounds of breaking bones. She flinches. The doctor puts the bloody
saw away.

Taken from Unbreakable (2000), Angel Heart (1987) and Alien 3 these
scenes exemplify an aesthetic strategy I call ‘suggested horror.” In contrast
to direct horror’s frightening perceptions of the horrific, suggested horror
relies on intimidating imaginations of violence and/or a monster evoked
through verbal descriptions, sound effects or partial, blocked and withheld
vision. In other words, while in direct horror the viewer primarily perceives
a visibly and aurally present, horrific cinematic object to which he or she
responds emotionally, in most cases of suggested horror he or she visually
concretizes through imagination a merely aurally present horrific object—
and it is precisely this concrete and vividly visualized horrific object of
imagination that scares the viewer. Unlike anticipatory forms of fear such
as dread and terror, suggested horror is rooted in the present moment (a
fact that connects it to direct horror and cinematic shock): At this very

Figure 4.1 Suggested horror: Alien 3.
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moment the viewer is afraid of his or her mental visualization of horrific
events and/or monsters suggested by the film.

The frightening effect of the Alien 3 example cited previously, for exam-
ple, depends both on suggestive moving-images of sharp tools, blood,
reaction shots of emotionally affected characters and evocative sounds of
cutting, sawing and breaking bones as well as verbal descriptions of what
goes on beyond the frame. What lacks, is full vision.? Hence in an attempt
to imagine what he or she cannot fully perceive (due to a filmic omission)
but is simultaneously strongly seduced to perceive (due to a filmic sugges-
tion), the viewer compensates the visual lack with mental visualizations: his
or her visual imagination fills in what has been left out.

During this process the field of consciousness is temporarily restructured:
While in most instances of film reception imagination supports the percep-
tion of ‘material’ moving-images and sounds, the imaginative act claims a
more prominent role in suggested horror. When I follow a moment of direct
horror—say, a victim being tortured in a movie like Hostel—what I perceive
visually and aurally is the source of fear. I do not need to imagine visually
and aurally. Hence my visual and aural imagination is mostly out of play
(even if other parts of the imagination are still involved). In cases of sug-
gested horror, on the other hand, I perceive and imagine visually at the same
time: I see and hear suggestive moving-images and sounds and visually imag-
ine concrete horrific objects or events. One could talk about an experience
of ‘mental superimposition’: visual perception and visual imagination are
layered on top of each other so that both simultaneously become conscious,
albeit mostly pre-reflective parts of the film experience. Since imagination is
necessarily involved when we watch a movie, the terms ‘visual imagination’
or ‘mental visualization’ describe a specific kind of film experience in which
the act of imagining becomes more conspicuous. Imagining moves from the
periphery into the center of our field of consciousness.

Suggested horror is a prime instance of what Mirjam Schaub calls the
cinema of invisibility (Kino der Unsichtbarkeit). It represents an aesthetics
that cuts down the weight of the visible and favors blocked or withheld
vision realized through strategic employment of camera position, mise-
en-scéne or montage. It is an approach to cinema that often underscores
the importance of the acoustic off for the visual on and thus foregrounds
sound as a powerful instrument of directing attention and structuring
imagination. Since the viewer does not observe from a secret vantage point
with perfect vision, but often suffers from visual lack, suggested horror
is also a good case against overblown theories considering spectatorship
as voyeurism. As a specific kind of filmmaking it stands in opposition to
the full vision epitomized by the cinema of visibility’s direct horror. Of
course, we cannot conceive of these two heuristic concepts as pure. Direct
and suggested horror—the visible and the invisible, full vision and with-
held vision—mark tendencies or extreme points on a continuum. How do
we categorize a shot, for instance, that presents a brutal stabbing behind
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a semi-transparent shower curtain? Is it still suggestive or already direct?
There is no clear-cut borderline separating what in reality fades into each
other. In fact, necessarily so: in the movie theater (just as elsewhere) the vis-
ible and the invisible are bound in a complicated, non-static relationship.
Whenever there is something visible on the screen, its opaqueness blocks
something else. This process of discovering and disclosing remains inter-
minable, because we cannot see the other thing inside or behind it.* Still,
I believe that my heuristic concepts help to tell apart two approaches to
cinematic horror: one relies on visual perceptions, whereas the other thrives
on visual imaginations.

OMITTING AND SUGGESTING

From Roman Ingarden’s spots of indeterminacy (Unbestimmtheitsstellen)
to Wolfgang Iser’s blanks (Leerstellen) phenomenology-inflected aesthet-
ics has long been interested in how the recipient is actively involved in the
dialectics of hiding and presenting. If something is supposed to suggest,
other parts must be omitted. If something is omitted, we need suggestive
parts—otherwise we would neither perceive nor imagine at all. In suggested
horror the viewer completes in imagination what is incomplete in visual per-
ception. Modifying Marshall McLuhan’s distinction between hot and cool
media, one could call direct horror the hot and suggested horror the cool
forms of cinematic horror: the former needs barely any completion, while
the latter depends strongly on the viewer’s filling-in.* Without this crucial
activity the aesthetic object would be shot through with omissions and left
partially unrealized. But obviously the viewer does not fill in everything left
out—what a futile, endless activity would this be? There is a literally infinite
amount of information that we could add to the film. What I am referring
to, are those parts that the object seduces or even forces the viewer to visual-
ize. Only if the film gives a strong-enough incentive, a vivid visual imagina-
tion comes into play. Hence mental visualizations are a form of bounded
imagination; they are an implicit part of the film’s aesthetic structure.

But what are the reasons for bringing into play the dialectics of omission
and suggestion rather than showing everything directly? First, there are
political or legal grounds. Where graphic depictions of violence or sexual-
ity are taboo or legally prohibited, strategies of visual imagination enable
an ersatz presentification of the forbidden. While the former always rely
on the perception of a present object, the constitutive precondition of the
latter is precisely something absent that comes to life only as an imagi-
nary object.® As such they can help to circumvent censorship. Second, there
might be economic reasons. Since the filmmaker does not show certain
things or actions but merely evokes them, he or she can address a larger
audience otherwise restricted by censorship or age limit. And he can save
parts of the budget otherwise spent on an expensive set design.
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However, with few taboos remaining, the problem nowadays often boils
down to aesthetic choice. What was a legally necessary—or at least finan-
cially advisable—strategy during the Production Code era, is an aesthetic
question today. This goes, first of all, for the aesthetic value of a given
film. Often, suggestive filmmakers are ranked higher in critical esteem than
those trying to show everything—a fact that is evident in the normatively
charged question of ‘passive’ versus ‘active’ media reception (e.g. in McLu-
han’s distinction between hot and cool media). Those who show everything
are derided as proponents of a sensationalist cinema of effects. Since the
question of value is a matter of aesthetic preferences (and therefore a mat-
ter of critical power), I will not pursue it any further.” Yet the question “To
show or not to show?” also pertains to experiential differences. Drawing
on phenomenological description, I will formulate a hypothesis why pro-
ponents of suggestive horror could be right about its superior effectiveness
(compared to direct horror). Moreover, at the end of the chapter I will pres-
ent a number of typical strategies how films manage to evoke horrifying
imaginations by visually and aurally seducing the viewer to imagine vividly.
Since I am interested in horrifying imaginations in the face of which we
are frightened, I will describe those imaginations that are characterized
by a vivid mental visualization rather than a vague imaginative floating.
However, even though the word group ‘imagination’ has a visual bias, it
is important to remember that it includes the imaginative presentation of
other senses as well. As we have seen, somatic empathy can be an important
way of imagining painful feelings. Or consider the cinematic emotion of
disgust: it often depends on conjuring an imagination of smell. Here T will
restrict myself to strong cases of imaginative visualization.

IMAGINING VS. PERCEIVING

The film experience is defined by the primacy of perception. In fact, the film
experience comes to a halt when imagination occurs without the simultane-
ity of perception: if imagination takes over entirely and encumbers percep-
tion, the aesthetic object vanishes. If we sit in the movie theater and pretend
to follow the film but instead imagine ourselves in a far-away place, we are
not part of the film experience anymore. Imagination is subsequent to and
contingent upon the perception of the aesthetic object. Edward Casey puts
it nicely when he writes: “Perception continues throughout aesthetic expe-
rience as a basso continuo onto which the melody line of imagination may
be subtly and nonirrevocably superimposed.”®

In what ways does imagination differ from perception? There are three
main differences. First, ephemerality: an imagined object is not as stable
and therefore does not remain present to us in the same persistent manner
as an object of perception. An imagined object cannot sustain the imagin-
er’s mental look indefinitely. It tends to fade rapidly from view. Plus, in the
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moment of apprehension it has an uneven, undulating character.” Second,
unexplorability: in contrast to perception, imagined objects do not open
themselves for exploration (even if they are certainly open for reflection).
The imaginative presentation, and thus its specific content, is given all at
once. But something that is given all at once lacks concealed, still-to-be-dis-
closed aspects. Thus it renders exploration superfluous.'® Third, indetermi-
nacy: the imagined object is decidedly less specific in detail. The materials
that influence and contribute to imagination—perception, knowledge,
memory etc.—‘degrade.” As a consequence, imagination is characterized
by an intrinsic sketchiness and visual poverty. Edward Casey elaborates:
“An imagined object does not present itself as having the sort of strictly
interior depth that is the basis for the palpability and plenitude of perceived
objects. Lacking any sense of inherent mass or solidity and thus any bona
fide lateral or rear surfaces, the imagined object is constrained to appear
in a somewhat flattened and fore-shortened manner and as situated in a
shallow, quasi-planar space.”'! This aspect is particularly vital for our dis-
tinction of direct horror: direct horror is, by definition, direct, in your face
and strongly determined. It strives to keep the degree of imagination at the
lowest possible level and rather presents its content as minutely, explicitly
and forcefully as possible.

FORCED AND CONSTRAINED IMAGINATIONS

So far this account did not cast an overly positive light on imagination.
Why do some filmmakers and most critics prefer it then? It might have
to do with the degree of will and control the viewer has over his or her
imagination. But is this true in case of suggested horror? In everyday life
imagining is a mental act that we can enter into and terminate easily and
without specific efforts. We either do it involuntarily and spontaneously or
deliberately and in a controlled way. In the film experience the situation is
somewhat different. Here, imagining occurs almost always spontaneously,
guided and constrained by the film. We do not just imagine anything, but
the film offers us a limited range of possibilities. This range—and thus the
degree of control—varies according to the filmic strategies. In the case of
suggested horror the power of suggestive images and sounds often initiates
such a strong form of imagination that it’s almost impossible to control.
The degree of control over what is imagined appears almost just as low as
the degree over what is perceived. To put it bluntly: often we cannot not
imagine. If I tell you not to imagine a red Ferrari, the result will almost
certainly be the opposite: the red Ferrari will turn up despite the explicit
order not to. The same applies in the case of frightening movies. When we
follow the verbal account of a gruesome murder taking place offscreen and
hear accompanying screams of a tortured man, we can’t ‘overwrite’ the
ensuing imagination by imagining the victim playing soccer. And when a
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movie presents shadows on a wall suggesting a brutal rape, we can hardly
imagine an idyllic, sunshiny scene. Nor would it be easy (in both cases) to
simply perceive the images and sounds and repress imagination altogether.
In many other cases one remains capable of expunging the persistent pre-
sentation by allowing oneself to become distracted. This escape exit is
partly blocked precisely by the movie theater’s aim to eliminate most forms
of distraction.

Hence imagination is so easily triggered that in certain situations it is
more difficult to fail than to succeed in imagining. Imagination appears
so effortless that the imaginer does not consider him- or herself actively
contributing to it. Sartre exaggerates when he asserts that in perception the
actual representative element corresponds to a passivity of consciousness,
whereas in imagination that element is “the product of a conscious activity,
is shot through with a flow of creative will.”'> In many instances of the film
experience the imaginer does not play a conscious role in bringing about
the imaginative presentations. It would be a grave mistake to understand
the kind of imagination T am talking about as synonymous with imagina-
tiveness with its connotations of creativity and originality. Unlike Ingarden
and Tser’s literary concepts (tacitly connoting creativity), filmic omissions
often have a forced character that leaves the viewer helplessly ‘facing’ the
imagined object.!?

Nevertheless, the fact that some people prefer imagination to percep-
tion can not only be inferred from critical writings and the strategies of
actual films, but also from instances in which we actively switch to self-
suggestion. This is precisely the case when we are not able to (or do not
want to) confront the perceived images themselves. We look away or raise
our hands in front of our eyes, relying on aural perception and thus creating
our own form of suggestion. This points to the opposite of our fascination
with violence and the monster in direct horror: a pleasure in not seeing.
Delayed, blocked or partial vision is thus a central strategy of suggested
horror."* Dennis Giles recounts an anecdote from his student days when his
lover irritated him by her behavior during a horror film: “During the most
terrifying scenes she would put her hands over her eyes. ‘I can’t watch it,’
she would say; then, ‘tell me what’s happening!’”!* The images were appar-
ently too much for her; she couldn’t bear the visible but wanted to rely on
the audible. Sometimes, however, she would peek through her fingers to
achieve a partial vision. She created her own game of seeing and not-seeing,
of suggestion and imagination.

The imagined object exists only while we imagine it. It is here that we
find its creative character: in the act of imagining consciousness creates
something that is not existent or exists elsewhere and that is so fully worked
out that it contains describable qualities. Hence the viewer is in fact creative
in a narrow sense of the word; however not in the larger sense of imagi-
nativeness that Romanticism would attribute to the recipient. Being in the
presence of the imagined object can, in turn, entail that we are further
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removed from our here-and-now than in mere perceptual horror. We still
follow the action on screen, but we also devote our consciousness to the
imagined object. Robert Sokolowski calls it “a displacement of the self,”
a self established in the interplay between the here-and-now of perception
and the nowhere-and-nowhen of imagination.!* As a consequence, scenes
that engage us not only via perception but also demand an imaginative
involvement have a strong immersive tendency: we feel ‘taken in’ by the
movie since we are both captivated perceptually and imaginatively.

Moreover, there are differences in what one could call the phenomeno-
logical perspective towards both the perceived and the imagined object.
In perception the occurring situation takes place outside of the self as its
observer. It is located externally. This is true for the film experience as well:
even if the viewer is involved in a deeply immersive perception, he or she
still looks from the outside upon the “viewed-view” (Sobchack, 1992) of the
film. But the perception of the film is also different insofar as the spectator’s
“viewing-view” perceives the film’s “viewed-view” as an intermediary. In
imagination there is no intermediary. The situation takes place in a spatial
limbo that is felt to be neither external nor internal to the imaginer—a
decisively different experience. The different phenomenological perspective
has ramifications for our ability to keep the filmic threat at bay. Given the
fact that we can far more quickly shut our eyes than cover our ears, sug-
gested horror (evoked through sound) is harder to avoid: it takes longer to
distance oneself from a frightening imagination than from a horrifying per-
ception. What is more, suggested horror does not leave the exit strategy of
looking at the movie and its technological effects, but forces the viewer into
a confrontation with mental visualizations of the horrific. Furthermore,
due to the externality and exactitude of perceptions the frightening aspect
of direct horror quickly wears out. This is why scenes of direct horror are
often kept relatively short (particularly if compared with scenes of dread or
terror). As Dennis Giles argues, “The viewer ‘knows’ that the more he/she
stares, the more the [horror] will dissipate—to the extent that the image of
full horror will be revealed (un-veiled) as more constructed, more artificial,
more a fantasy, more a fiction than the fiction which prepares and exhibits
it. To look the horror in the face for very long robs it of its power.”"” It
seems as if to see means to possess and therefore to be acquainted with. The
metaphor of ’enlightenment’ implies a bringing to light of what remains
in darkness. The viewer facing violence and monstrosity directly, after a
while becomes ‘enlightened’: he or she stops fearing what was once unseen.
Hence in the essential poverty and elusiveness of the mental visualization
might reside its long-lasting horrifying potential. The weakness turns into
an advantage.

Closely related to the different phenomenological perspectives is the
question of intersubjectivity. Describing a scene in which he and his friend
Paul are looking together at a landscape, Maurice Merleau-Ponty notes:
“Paul and I ‘together’ see this landscape, we are jointly present to it, it is the
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same for both of us, not only as an intelligible significance, but as a certain
accent of the world’s style.”'® By extension, the viewers in the movie the-
ater co-perceive the film ‘together”: there is hardly a disagreement in terms
of what can be seen and heard on the screen. Moreover, our observations
of the perceptible images can be checked by viewing the film again. On
the other hand, there is no such thing as co-imagining in any strict sense.
Imagining always has a first-person character.”” It tends to be considered
as mine—my individual imagination. Consequently, the perceived object
is out there, acquiring a rather objective character for us, whereas my own
imagined object occurs neither externally nor internally and therefore leans
more strongly towards the subjective side.

Paradoxically, this individualizing aspect of imagining helps to har-
monize the viewers’ otherwise dissimilar responses. In direct horror there
might be little disagreement in terms of what can be objectively seen or
heard, but there are certainly discrepancies among the audience in regard to
the subjective emotional experience. In suggestive horror this can be quite
different. In order to illuminate this point I would like to refer in length
to an interview with Fritz Lang, in which the director describes how in
M—Eine Stadt sucht einen Mérder (1931) he handled the presentation of
the horrifying crimes of the child murderer (Peter Lorre): “If I could show
what is most horrible for me, it may not be horrible for somebody else.
Everybody in the audience—even the one who doesn’t dare allow him-
self to understand what really happened to that poor child—has a horrible
feeling that runs cold over his back [ . . . ] because everybody imagines
the most horrible thing that could happen to her. And that is something
I could not have achieved by showing only one possibility—say, that he
tears open the child, cuts her open. Now, in this way, I force the audi-
ence to become a collaborator of mine; by suggesting something I achieve a
greater impression, a greater involvement than showing it.”?° Lang exploits
the seeming disadvantage that every viewer imagines the scene idiosyncrati-
cally. This strategy secures a way to lead the audience to the desired goal:
make them imagine the worst horror. The harmonizing effect can be lost
in direct horror, precisely because everybody sees and hears the same thing
but might respond differently. This is no problem for the collective experi-
ence unless these discrepancies become obvious. I attended a screening of
David Cronenberg’s The Brood (1979) in Los Angeles once, in which these
incongruities became annoyingly clear: while I was truly frightened by the
film’s direct horror, some viewers found it amusing if not hilarious (at least,
they pretended to do).

Are phenomenological perspective and intersubjectivity the answer to
the question why many people consider movies relying on suggestion more
horrifying than those employing direct horror? Could it be that the spa-
tial limbo of imagination is phenomenologically closer to the self than the
externality of perception? Does the vagueness and elusiveness of the men-
tal visualization make it more enduring in terms of fright? Plus: Shall we
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assume that the subjective-individualizing tendency of imagination affects
us deeper than the more objective-collectivizing characteristic of percep-
tion that we can share with others? Tentatively answering in the affirma-
tive, I want to leave these propositions as hypotheses.

FILMIC STRATEGIES OF SUGGESTED HORROR

In the remaining part of this chapter I will introduce examples of how hor-
ror films and thrillers manage to address the viewer’s visual imagination in
frightening ways and thus become the source of fearful pleasure. Even if
this list is by no means exhaustive, it tries to cover some of the most effec-
tive strategies. In order to illuminate what kind of mental visualizations
these movies evoke, I will rely on personal experience. Note, however, that
by performing ekphrases of my own visualizations I do not imply that every
viewer will experience these scenes equally. My descriptions merely serve
as illustrations! The examples will, moreover, afford the chance to address
some further specificities of imagination: among other things its synthesiz-
ing activity, the varying ‘point-of-views’ one assumes towards one’s own
imaginations; the modalities in which the mental visualization occurs; the
way music and sound evoke the imagination of space etc. As we shall see,
the dialectics of hiding and showing depends on an intricate interweaving
of visual and aural cues.

This certainly goes for the first strategy that I want to address: verbal
accounts. Verbal accounts can be distinguished according to two criteria: a)
their temporality, and b) their degree of explicitness.*' In terms of tempo-
rality a character can either give a verbal description of what is concealed
and/or is happening at this very moment; using a term from drama theory
I call it teichoscopy (recall the scene from Unbreakable described at the
beginning). Or the character might recount what was concealed and/or
has happened in the past; in drama theory this is called messenger’s report
(remember the scene from Angel Heart mentioned at the beginning). To
some, this dramaturgical technique might sound overly ‘literary.” This is
not the case. There is always more involved than mere verbal accounts.
First, the character’s voice and his intonation add important cues to our
imagination (which distinguishes the account from a literary text). Second,
the facial expressions of the characters reporting as well as listening give
the scene a dimension beyond the literary.

In order to exemplify teichoscopy I would like to draw on a simple, but
effective example from Halloween. It illustrates how a short, suggestive dia-
logue about something omitted from the visual space onscreen can trigger
the viewer’s imagination. It also underscores my rather loose application of
the term teichoscopy since the two characters involved do not give a direct
description but hint to the concealed object indirectly via dialogue. In this
scene the psychiatrist Dr. Loomis (Donald Pleasance) and Sheriff Brackett
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(Charles Cyphers) enter a rundown house at night in order to look for the
movie’s monster, Michael Myers, when something catches their attention—
something we never get to see. “Look!” the policeman says. “What?” the
psychiatrist replies.—“What is that?”—*It’s a dog.” The two man approach
the camera, looking worriedly offscreen towards the undisclosed dog. “It’s
still warm,” the policeman remarks. “He got hungry,” Loomis says dryly,
referring to his runaway-patient Michael Myers. The sheriff: “Could have
been a skunk.”—“Could have.”-“Come on. A man wouldn’t do that.”—
“This isn’t a man.” Since the whole scene omits the visual depiction of the
dead, disfigured dog, we are strongly seduced to imagine it. In my imagina-
tion a bloody, heavily wounded animal showed up, lying in front of a win-
dow, opposite of the two men. To be sure, the mental visualization of the
dog was not present right away but came into being only gradually, along
with the progression of the revealing dialogue. The viewer’s curiosity and
his or her willingness to imagine are set in motion not only by the verbal
description, but also the intonation and the worried looks.

A similar thing can be said about my example for a messenger’s report
taken from an excruciating scene in the movie Seven. Here it is not only
the verbal account, but also the messenger’s utterly terrified, traumatized,
pale looks, his unstable, sobbing voice, the facial expressions of the ques-
tioning detective William Somerset and, in particular, a photo that we are
finally shown after it has been withheld from view in a previous scene. On
this photo a horrifying strap-on penis can be seen. It contains a long knife
instead of a dildo. From the unfolding of the plot we know that a prostitute
has become the serial killers fourth victim. These details are conjoined and
come to life, so to speak, through the messenger (Leland Orser), a suitor in
police custody. His highly suggestive report helps to fill in the final omis-
sions and enables a horrifying imagination of the murder. “Who tied her
down, you or him?” the detective asks. And the messenger reports: “He
had a gun, and he made it happen. He made me do it. He put that thing on
me. Then he made me wear it [referring to the serrated strap-on]. Then he
told me to fuck her. And I did. I fucked her! Oh god, oh god, oh god! He
had a gun in my mouth. The fucking gun was in my throat.”

This example underscores two things. First, an actual non-filmic image
(the photo) is used as a clue for a visual mental imagination—a strategy that
is both popular and effective. Second, the scene highlights the synthetic act
taking place in imagining. We have a photo and a verbal description, and in
an act of synthesis both are put together. To be more precise, the inanimate
object of the photo is removed, as it were, from the picture and inserted into
a mental scene i1 motion. At least in my mental visualization I ‘saw’ the act
itself appended to the messenger reporting: the suitor, forced by the armed
serial killer, raping the prostitute with the lethal strap-on. What makes this
scene—and messenger’s reports in general—even more horrifying is the
fact that it took place in the past: nothing can change the course of events
anymore. The narrative determinacy evokes a dreadful desperation.
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Verbal accounts can be distinguished not only in terms of temporality,
however, but also vary according to the degree of explicitness. A character
can tell what happened in a single, detailed report. In this case the degree
of explicitness is high—as when Detective Somerset in Seven tells his boss
a cruel event from the night before: “A guy’s out walking his dog. Gets
attacked. His watch is taken, his wallet . . . While he’s lying there on the
sidewalk helpless, his attacker stabs him in both eyes.” The aspects of the
event can also be merely suggested or implied. For instance, when Detec-
tive Mills studies the crime report of the second victim (greed) which states
“Victim forced to mutilate himself” and we subsequently see the barely rec-
ognizable photo of a naked man covered with blood. In this case the degree
of explicitness is lower. The lowest point of explicitness is reached when the
events of the past are not told but implied by the changing dramatic situ-
ation or by some vague visual indications. When in Henry—Portrait of a
Serial Killer the psychopathic title character (Michael Rooker) gives a ride
to a female hitchhiker with a guitar case in her hand and later brings the
guitar case home, we know—and might vaguely imagine—that he has mur-
dered her just as brutally as the other victims that we were shown before.
The three examples decrease in explicitness and therefore also in terms of
their vivid visualization.

The scenes previously described depend strongly on verbal accounts.
Obviously there are alternatives that do without teichoscopies or mes-
senger’s reports. One strategy is the suggestive use of voices and sounds
in acousmatically imaginative and generative films like The Blair Witch
Project: It is night when Heather (Heather Donahue) and Mike (Michael
Williams), the two remaining protagonists, hear screams from somewhere
in the pitch-black depth of the woods. The screams seem to come from
Josh (Joshua Leonard), a friend who disappeared the night before. The
camera reveals nothing but blackness, thus leaving much room for paying
attention to the scene’s audible dimension. Apart from Josh’s screams,
we can hear Heather and Mike’s reactions: their nervous rustling, fast
breathing, trembling voices. The horrifying screams, on the other hand,
indicate pain, injury, even torture. Because there is no clue as to who kid-
napped Josh—a group of local lunatics or the supernatural title figure—
the viewer is left without clear guidance what to imagine around Josh.
Rather than skipping imagining altogether, I visualized various close-ups
of Josh screaming in pain. These mental visualizations were rather hazy
and instable. Nevertheless, they resulted from the suggestive use of sound.
Sobchack argues: “what is invisible or ‘absent’ in vision might be audible
or ‘present’ in perception to inform the act and significance of seeing.
Thus, what is concretely ‘sensed’ as significant by the embodied subject
may be invisible iz vision or, as well, to vision but is still available to
perception—of which vision is only a single modality (one synaestheti-
cally informed and synthesized with all one’s perceptual modes of access
to the world).”??
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The fact that the various examples so far stressed sound (verbal accounts,
voices, noise) does not imply that images cannot be highly evocative them-
selves. Think of scenes in which the image is suggestively obscured by fog,
smoke, rain, the shadows of chiaroscuro lighting or veiled in some other
way. It can also be evocatively blurred by overexposure of the filmstrip.
Or one might think of a staging-in-depth strategy with the suggestive part
remaining unfocused. Moreover, visual access might also be partially
blocked by various means: props or characters standing in the way, or
the attacked person him- or herself might be positioned between our view
and the horrific act. When Billy Loomis (Skeet Ulrich) is—supposedly—
killed in Scream, we cannot actually see him being stabbed in the stomach,
because he stands with his back towards us. We have to imagine the horror
that occurred due to the stabbing, the sounds of the knife entering flesh,
Billy’s screams and the reaction shots of horrified Sidney (Neve Campbell).
Another way of blocking the visual access is the (literally) masked view, its
most famous example presumably being the beginning of Halloween. In
a point-of-view shot of young Michael Myers we follow him stabbing his
older sister. Since he is wearing a mask, however, our visual access is ham-
pered: ‘looking through’ the two eyeholes of the mask, most of the murder
is hidden from our view. We see the up-and-down movement of the knife,
but we cannot see it penetrating the girl’s body—a lack that we have to
(and, most likely, do) compensate imaginatively until we eventually see the
blood-splattered girl falling to the floor.

Another image-based way of suggestion can be found in what could be
called the cut-away. It is a classic type of suggestion that gives strong hints
as to the horrific, but cuts away right in time to a different shot, thus con-
cealing the violence proper. A simple, but effective moment takes place at
the beginning of Scream: The masked murderer has already stabbed the
first female victim; now he sits on top of the wounded girl (Drew Barry-
more) in order to finish her off once and for good. We see his hand holding
the bloody knife against the dark sky. Cut to the girl lying on the veranda
floor, her neck and pullover covered with blood. She looks at the stalker
and passively awaits her death. Cut back to the knife. The murder weapon
rapidly moves downward and out of the frame, accompanied by a cre-
scendo of music and an aggressive male voice. Once the knife has left the
frame, however, the crucial ‘cut away’ takes place. Rather than showing
the stabbing, the film moves to a different setting (the father looking for the
girl inside the house) and relies on the viewer imaginatively continuing the
killer’s arm movement. The suggestive sounds of a knife entering human
flesh, which are blended with and carry shortly into the images of the next
shot are obviously of great help. Whenever I watch this scene I have the
mental imagination of the murder briefly layered on top of the actual image
of the father looking for the girl. My rather transparent, not overly detailed
imagination is added to the perception of the next scene.
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Yet another type of suggestion employs a temporal bifurcation of sound
and image. This is to say, the images seen and the sounds heard occupy two
different places in time. At the beginning of Henry—Portrait of a Serial
Killer we see two liquor store clerks lying dead on the counter and the floor
respectively. While the camera slowly moves away revealing their fatal,
bloody wounds, the soundtrack offers an acoustic flashback of various gun-
shots, a shocked, frightened female voice, a man laughing and screaming
aggressively “Shut up!”. Slightly later in the film the camera shows a naked
female corpse lying in a river, while we hear cloth being torn apart, the
frantic screams of a woman, a gunshot. These acoustic flashbacks illumi-
nate the images by simultaneously presenting us an aural account of what
happened to the victims. Thus they guide our imagination: if the images
were seen without aural comment, our imagination would ramble around.
By adding the dimension of sound from the past, the film offers a straight-
forward way to mentally imagine the murderous scenes while simultane-
ously watching the images onscreen. We should not ignore, moreover, that
both scenes are accompanied by an eerie, hollow crescendo of electronic
music. The perception of music opens a phenomenological (not geometri-
cal!) space in which the viewer is placed, thus influencing the imagination
of the scene.?’ The imagination of the murder is not only determined by the
sounds of the victims but also the phenomenological space of music.

What is the advantage of the acoustic flashback? The images of the vic-
tims in Henry might be accompanied by a narrator’s voice-over recounting
the scene as a messenger’s report. The narrator, for instance a detective,
would tell the scene in retrospect. Both images and sound would be located
on the same level of time, even if the words described the past. However,
since the narrator’s voice would re-count the past from a third-person per-
spective, it would be somewhat re-moved. The acoustic flashback takes
us back in the midst of the scene, even if we visually stay bound in its
aftermath. We are suspended between the image-present and the sound-
past. This allows for a more immediate and forceful experience of horrific
imagination while at the same time avoiding a straightforward visualiza-
tion of violence.

How an imagined object or event is given to the imaginer’s consciousness
is highly variable. One can distinguish at least three modalities of how the
imaginative presentation appears. First of all, clarity: the imagined object
or event ranges on a scale from unambiguously clear and fully discern-
ible to dimness and barely recognizable. Second, directness: the object or
event can be presented straightforwardly—as if confronting the imaginer
directly—or somewhat remote. Third, mobility: does the imagined object
come across as a static, frozen image or as a mobile scene in motion? I
will discuss these modalities while introducing another suggestive strategy:
the conspicuous omission. In The Silence of the Lambs the psychiatrist
Dr. Chilton (Anthony Heald) prepares agent Clarice Starling (Jodie Foster)
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for her first encounter with the extremely dangerous serial killer Hanni-
bal Lecter (Anthony Hopkins). While descending into the basement where
Lecter is imprisoned, Chilton recounts a horrendous event: “On the after-
noon of July 8, 1981 he complained of chest pains and was taken to the dis-
pensary. His mouthpiece and restraints were removed for an EKG. When
the nurse leaned over him, he did this to her . . .” At this point Chilton
produces a photo from his pocket and shows it to Clarice. While Clarice,
in close-up, holds the photo in front of her and studies this—presumably—
horrifying depiction never exposed to the viewer, we hear Chilton go on
with his messenger’s report: “The doctors managed to reset her jaw, more
or less. Saved one of her eyes. . . . His pulse never got over 85—even when
he ate her tongue.”

Several mentionable things happened when I watched this scene. While
the film presents us both Clarice studying the photo onscreen and Chilton
recounting the events offscreen, it grants no visual access to the picture:
only the blank backside of the photo can be seen. However, since Chilton
introduces it so prominently, the photo almost begs for being imagined. As
a conspicuous omission the photo is withheld precisely in order to stimu-
late a mental visualizing of the unseen—which I vividly did. I started with
an visualization of the distorted jaw and, as Chilton progresses, added the
upper part of the face with one healthy and one monstrously disfigured
eye. My imagination reached a high degree of clarity, which is remarkable
insofar as Chilton’s report is rather sketchy. What might have been helpful
is the fact that not much else happens in this scene. Hence my consciousness
was not strongly occupied by perceptual obligations but could freely devote
itself to imagining the photo. What is more, my imagination would not
‘blow up’ the imagination of the disfigured face to cover the full screen, as
it were; nor would it take me in close proximity to the nurse. Rather I imag-
ined the nurse’s face on a small photo comparable to the one Clarice holds
in her hand. Thus it was not only limited in scope, but in terms of directness
it also came across as somewhat removed. Significantly, the whole scene
is drowned in red light, which adds the aspect of color. Not surprisingly,
my imagination of the photo was also tinted in red. This redness might be
seen as a catalyst for the visualization of the blood and the wounds figur-
ing so prominently in this scene. My mental photograph lasted only a short
time because the scene progresses briefly thereafter. In fact, my imagina-
tion fluently switched from an imagination-in-motion of the narrated act
(Hannibal taken to the EKG and the nurse leaning over him) to a static
visualization of the withheld photo freezing the flow of mental imagination
(the nurse’s disfigured face), back to an imagination-in-motion (Hannibal
eating her tongue). The modality of the imagined object in terms of mobil-
ity proved to be rather fluid.

The fact that I imagined the nurse in a photo underscores how the film
influences not only the content, the color and the vividness of the mental
visualization, but also has an effect on the form and the size we seem to
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‘see’ it in. Moreover, it also affects our imaginary point-of-view, i.e. the
particular point in imagined space from which we seem to observe the
imagined object. I ‘saw’ the photo of the nurse from a similar angle as Cla-
rice would, just as T ‘observed’ the murder in Scream more or less from the
killer’s point-of-view. Hence in both cases my imaginary point-of-view was
bound to a character. This is not always the case, however. I ‘followed’ the
murders in Henry—Portrait of a Serial Killer from a position similar to the
camera’s, thus assuming a third-person perspective.

So far I have only briefly mentioned the materials synthetically fused in
imagining. I want to get a little more specific now by bringing into play
a variant of imagining that occurs when perceptual cues laid out earlier
in the film are reactivated and used imaginatively by a gradual feeding of
more verbal information. The film lays the perceptual groundwork early
on, so to speak, and then uses it little by little to erect various imaginations
on top of it. A fine example can be found in Seven in connection with the
year-long torture of the sloth victim. First, we see the room in which the
victim, named Victor, presently lies. It is a dark, dirty room with medi-
cal instruments lying on a nightstand. We see the body of Victor revealed
under a blanket: a putrefying quasi-corpse strapped to his mattress and
wearing torn rags of cloth; one hand must have been cut from his arm; a
disgusting smell fills the room.

At this point we do not know what happened to him. The horrifying
aspects of this scene rely mostly on what we perceive. A little later in the film,
however, a doctor feeds our imagination by providing us with grim details
of what occurred in that room iz the past. In his messenger’s report we get
to know what Victor had to endure: he was lying immobile in his bed for a
whole year, causing the spine muscles to deteriorate. He was fed drugs and
antibiotics in order to prevent the bedsores from infecting. He chewed off
his own tongue. Finally, the doctor states a devastating assessment: “he’s
experienced about as much pain and suffering of anyone I’ve encountered,
give or take.” As if this was not enough, Detective Somerset gives us even
more verbal information about John Doe’s torture methods later in the film.
Hearing that Doe severed Victor’s hand to use his fingerprints and inserted
tubes into the victim’s genitals once again revives and further illuminates the
imagination of the torture scene. Obviously, both the doctor’s and the detec-
tive’s verbal accounts could have set off our imagination all by themselves.
Since we have perceived the disgusting victim and his dilapidated apartment
earlier, the imagination is much more bound and restricted: the spot of inde-
terminacy, to use Ingarden’s term, is rather tight. On the other hand, bring-
ing in our memory of the crime scene and synthetically fusing it with the
messenger’s report, makes the imagination much more vivid and colorful.
Whenever I hear the verbal accounts I am taken back into Victor’s room and
mentally visualize John Doe torturing his victim. This example grants us a
first glimpse at how imagining as a synthetic act is dependent on and draws
on other material: perceptions, memories, dreams etc.
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Let me further illuminate this ‘parasitic’ activity by drawing attention to
the end of Rosemary’s Baby. I use this example also because it allows me to
discuss how films engage us in mentally picturing the concealed monster.
In this scene Rosemary (Mia Farrow) slowly approaches her baby’s black
cradle. Until now she has not seen the baby. Neither have we, the viewers.
We have heard it scream, but we have not seen it—and, in fact, we won’t see
the baby, except in our imagination. The scene, which is completely quiet
except for the monotonous tick-tock of a clock somewhere in the room,
functions like an effective dread scene initially: we scan the immediate
temporal horizon for a sudden shocking interruption or an overwhelming
revelation of something horrific. However, dread gradually blends into hor-
ror when Rosemary slowly pulls away the cradle’s curtain and looks at the
baby, the film deliberately concealing the child from our view. Rosemary’s
eyes open widely. She raises her left hand in front of her mouth and looks
around horrified. Music swells, with the strings imitating female screams.
At this point I was visualizing the scenario only vaguely (if at all), since the
film did not channel my imagination clearly enough.

This changed step by step. First, when Rosemary asks “What have
you done to its eyes?” and then, more clearly, when her neighbor Roman
Castavet (Sidney Blackmer) responds: “He has his father’s eyes.” Hearing
these words, I was immediately led back to an earlier scene in which Satan
raped Rosemary and in which we could get a glimpse of the devil’s fright-
ening, orange-colored eyes. Since the film strongly leads us to believe that
Rosemary gave birth to the devil’s son, the film triggered a vivid imagina-
tion based on my memory of Satan’s eyes from earlier in the film and my
knowledge of babies in general: a visual imagination composed of a baby’s
face with devilish orange-colored eyes similar, but not identical to the ones

Figure 4.2 Imagining Satan’s son: Rosemary (Mia Farrow) in Rosemary’s Baby.



Intimidating Imaginations 125

remembered came to mind. Again, the act of synthesis in imagining can be
seen at work here: two different mental acts—remembering and thinking—
were fused in into a third one—imagining—and thus came up with a syn-
thesized imagination of the devil’s son.

This imagination was revived (albeit less vividly) when, a little later into
the scene, the neighbor confirms our suspicion that Satan is the baby’s
father and, still later, the film presents the devil’s eyes once again, this time
superimposed on Rosemary’s face. Moreover, the imagination of the devil’s
son was extended to his extremities when two women ask Rosemary to
go look at his hands and feet. For a brief moment I was visualizing a baby
with brown, disgusting, disfigured hands, similar to, but smaller than the
devil’s hands seen in the aforementioned rape scene. The rape scene did not
contain a depiction of the devil’s feet, however. Hence my imagination had
to draw on different mental material. What popped up in my imagination
were two club feet akin to the ones that I saw as a child in the popular
German picture book Hans Wundersam. Hence my visual imagination in
this scene availed itself of two different memories: of an earlier moment
in the film and of a depiction that I had often seen as a child. We have
to be cautious, however, not to mistake the memories that contribute to
imagining (or, if you will, that imagination parasitically draws on) with
the mental state of memory itself. When I was visualizing the devil’s son,
my consciousness was not in a state of memory. Instead, my consciousness
presented to itself the devil’s son in imagination—an imagination to which
memory had contributed its specific share.

Interestingly, before I re-watched the film recently, I was sure that it
contains actual images of Satan’s son. Obviously, I was astonished when
not a single image could be found throughout the film. My memory had
mistaken my previous visual imagination of Satan’s son as a visual per-
ception! In his autobiography, Roman Polanski mentions that this hap-
pened to many viewers.?* A similar case is the ear-slicing scene in Quentin
Tarantino’s Reservoir Dogs. We never get to see Mr. Blonde (Michael
Madsen) cut the ear of policeman Marvin Nash (Kirk Baltz). Neverthe-
less, many viewers believe they have seen it. Annette Hill ascribes this
misperception to the strong build-up—an argument that can also count
for the misperception in Rosemary’s Baby.*> One viewer of Reservoir
Dogs, in fact, admitted: “I guess I thought I saw more because I was
looking at it through my fingers.”?® Harking back to what Dennis Giles
said about the pleasure of partial vision: the example of this viewer’s
imagination-as-perception-through-blocking is another striking proof for
the power of suggested horror.

Chapters 3 and 4 have not only presented my definitions of direct and
suggested horror as fearful, engrossing, potentially overwhelming corpo-
real confrontations with sound-supported moving-images and imaginations
of evil acts of violence or a threatening monster, but also characterized
them as balancing acts between the corporeally pleasing pull towards the
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frightening object of fascination and the threatening push away from the
fascinating object of fright. Along the way I introduced a number of crucial
concepts and distinctions that will recur in the next chapters: ontological
vs. phenomenological distance, immersion vs. extrication, lived-body con-
striction and somatic empathy. Based on the observation that seeing and
hearing have pathic quality affecting us even if we look at an irreal event
such as a movie, I argued that horror films and thrillers can pose a real
threat not based on an illusion of reality but rather on the vividness and
impressiveness with which sound-supported moving-images present—bring
to appearance—the disproportionally immoral and disturbingly brutal acts
of violence or monstrosity. Finally, I spent a considerable amount of time
describing the aesthetics and phenomenology of a largely neglected field,
namely mental visualizations evoked through filmic omissions and sugges-
tions. The next chapter will deal with the cinematic shock—a despised aes-
thetic strategy recurring time and again in horror films and thrillers. Like
horror it plays a crucial role for the anticipatory fear of dread, the aesthetic
strategy I will discuss in Chapter 6.



5 Startling Scares
A Phenomenology of Cinematic Shock

Every now and then in a horror movie, you like to give the audience
a sizable jump. Something that will just make them leap out of their
seats for a moment: the ‘Boo!’ effect. It’s not a terribly sophisticated
thing to do to an audience, but it keeps them on their toes.

(Clive Barker)!

I nearly screamed. The hairs stood up on the back of my neck, and I
felt thrilled that a film could still have that effect on me.

(Scott Reynolds on a shock scene in Seven)?

CINEMATIC SHOCK: THE DEFINITION

e Walking his bicycle, a young boy quietly crosses a street, when he
loses a stack of baseball cards. Trying to pick them up, he is suddenly
run over by an unexpected car, which enters the frame with a burst-
ing sound that disrupts the preceding quietude.

* A young mother, terrorized by frightening phone calls from a psycho-
pathic killer, hears the phone ring. She picks up the receiver. It’s the
psychopath. The woman looks frightened, but nevertheless talks to
the killer, when completely out of the blue a huge tongue shoots out
of the receiver and starts to lick her face, accompanied by a slimy,
disgusting sound and the women’s terrified scream.

e Three astronauts roam through the dark, quiet, tunnel-like com-
partment of their spacecraft. They search for an unknown, possibly
threatening entity inhabiting the spaceship. When their electronic
equipment indicates something alive behind a metal door, they pre-
pare a weapon and a net. They cautiously open the door, when all of
a sudden an aggressive cat confronts them with a piercing shriek.

Taken from Jacob’s Ladder, New Nightmare and Alien (1979) these
examples demonstrate three filmic moments culminating in what psycholo-
gists identify as startle and what I will call—due to greater precision in
terms of intensity and onomatopoeia—cinematic shock. The cinematic
shock is a brief, highly compressed type of fear. It responds to a threaten-
ing object or event that ruptures the situation suddenly and unexpectedly.
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Figure 5.1 Cinematic shock: Alien.

The goal of this chapter is to describe the aesthetic strategies designed to
create the shocking experience as well as the startling phenomenological
experience aimed at by the aesthetic strategies—in other words: the formal
as well as the experiential side.

But is ‘startle’ an emotion at all? While some scholars would categorize
it as a physiological reflex that prepares and subsequently turns into an
emotion, others call it an emotion and consider it fear-like.® I regard it as a
variant of fear, because just like other types of fear it responds to an object
registered as threatening. In contrast to other types of fear, however, it is
an extremely brief, highly compressed response to a sudden, unexpected,
rupturing threat. Depending on whether this short-lived threat turns out
to be a more longstanding danger or not, shock may quickly be replaced
by another type of fear (like horror) or by joy or anger at the end of the
emotional episode. While the brevity of shock distinguishes it from other
types of suspenseful fear like dread and terror, its short duration is not an
argument to exclude it from the ranks of cinematic fear.

Admittedly, shock bears almost as much resemblance to surprise as it
does to fear. The categorical borders are somewhat fuzzy here. Neverthe-
less I consider shock a type of fear rather than surprise, even though shock
and surprise share unexpectedness as a characteristic of their intentional
objects. My argument is that not every type of surprise is startling, let alone
fearful, whereas in every instance of shock we are frightened (if only very
briefly). In other words, while not in every case of surprise we respond to
something threatening, in every instance of shock we do. Although T will
frequently talk about a shock ‘taking us by surprise,” I consider it surprising
first and foremost in the sense of startling. Hence shock is not a subcat-
egory of surprise proper.

In its simplest forms cinematic shock is a non-propositional form of
intentionality: We are startled at the sudden increase of loudness or at the
abrupt and rapid approach of a visual object (as in the 3-D shock). But we
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do not have a genuinely cognitive thought or belief about the object. Hence
we respond in an automatic way—at least in the beginning, before the
more culturally informed part sets in. In its most primitive form shock is a
non-cognitive form of appraisal: We automatically and without a thought
appraise the situation as dangerous. Even though these simple types of
shock do not involve any cognitive judgment or evaluation in any strong
sense, it is nevertheless a way in which the body registers a situation as
threatening.* One could argue that the frightened body takes over and
leaves us little control. However, there are also instances of cinematic
shock that are more complex—what I will identify as the ‘unexpected
identity shock’ is a case in point. Hence we could open up a continuum
ranging from simple, almost reflex-like forms of shock to instances that
involve judgment and cognition.

To be sure, scary movies are not obliged to integrate moments of shock.
Early horror films like Dracula (1931) did not try to shock the audience
at all and nevertheless were considered scary. More recent, highly effec-
tive films without such scare tactics are The Silence of the Lambs and The
Blair Witch Project. Scary movies can do without cinematic shocks, but
in reality they rarely ever do. And even European arthouse directors like
Catherine Breillat and Bruno Dumont use this potent aesthetic device at
the end of their movies A ma soeur (2001) and Twentynine Palms (2003)
respectively. However, despite its wide usage the cinematic shock does not
have a good reputation at all. This goes especially for critics who often
loathe cinematic shocks with a vengeance. David Denby might serve as a
stand-in for a legion of other critics likewise denouncing the “hackneyed
‘Boo!””: “As a moviegoer, I'm more easily and unhappily scared than a nun;
I hate things jumping out of the dark—the cheap, arbitrary terror tactics
of generations of ruthless directors.” Interestingly, cinematic shocks also
have a low status among the directors who employ them most efficiently. It
seems as if shocking the audience is achieved almost too easily. That’s why
Clive Barker, director of Hellraiser, calls them “cheap boos.”® And John
Carpenter, creator of Halloween, talks about “cheeseball trick[s].””

In fact, cinematic shocks are so ‘cheap,” produced with so little prior
effort in creating fear, that even comedies and parodies employ them effec-
tively. John Landis’ vampire comedy Innocent Blood (1992) and the post-
modern parody of postmodern parodies, Scary Movie (2000), might both
serve as examples. Nevertheless, there are differences. The mild startles in
Scary Movie bear only slight resemblance to such extreme shocks as the
endings of Friday the 13" (1980) and Klute (1971). And while some film-
makers use cinematic shocks heavy-handedly and with little impact, others
employ them elegantly and in efficient ways. One might therefore justifiably
ask whether they are really that ‘cheap.” The first purpose of this chapter
is to analyze how cinematic shocks work. Since the literature on cinematic
shocks is scarce, the discussion of the formal elements will introduce a
range of new names and concepts.
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The fact that, despite their derisive rhetoric, even sophisticated experts
of horror like Barker and Carpenter do not refrain from using cinematic
‘Boos!” begs for a second set of questions. If these directors consider them
inferior why do they use them at all? What purpose does the effect have?
And what viewing experience does it enable? As Robert Baird puts it, “The
profits of this cheap trick apparently exceed the cost of any critical tax
levied against it.”® In the last part of the chapter I get to the core of the
cinematic shock experience by describing it phenomenologically. Part of
the reason for doing this is an incentive to redeem the cinematic shock from
its abysmal reputation. Without it, I argue, thrillers and horror films would
have a much harder time to achieve one of their most significant pleasures:
raising awareness of the collective cinematic experience. In his own attempt
to underscore the value of cinematic shocks Baird argued for their capacity
“to prove to us, in the very maw of virtual death, how very much alive we
are. Much like the genres they are found in, startles engage our primitive
psychophysiologies, and, for an hour or so, mock and remember mortal-
ity.” This argument is well-taken since it ties in nicely with my thesis about
bodily stimulation. However, it relies exclusively on the individual film
experience and does not situate the viewers inside the theatrical surround-
ings. I will come up with a different answer taking into account the social
element of the cinematic experience as well.

SIX TYPES OF SHOCK: AN INVENTORY
OF STARTLING MOMENTS

This chapter tries to fill a conspicuous void. Apart from Robert Baird’s
groundbreaking but ultimately incomplete study and David Scott Diffri-
ent’s insightful but overly impressionistic essay there is barely anything
written on this frequent effect.’® The scarcity of literature is inversely pro-
portional to the wide usage of cinematic shocks. In his study of over 100
American horror films and thrillers from the 1930s to 2000 Baird found
not only formal refinement but also increased usage.!! If one wanted to
classify cinematic shocks, one could identify at least six recurrent types.
The following short overview does not claim to be exhaustive, nor does it
pretend that these types are pure. Because their defining characteristics are
of different orders, the various entries can overlap.

First, there is the fake shock: the viewer is shocked even though the
source of startle turns out to be bogus. The shock neither comes from a
real threat to the character nor does it contain horrifying elements for
the viewer. This variant is the most superfluous if we look at it from the
perspective of narrative progress. The scene from Alien mentioned at the
beginning is an overly clichéd example: a cat jumping out of the dark. Or
take Evil Dead: the terrified protagonist Ashly (Bruce Campbell) descends
into the spooky basement of a log cabin in the woods. He looks to the right,
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but slowly moves to the left, when all of a sudden his friend Scotty (Rich-
ard DeManincor) enters the frame from the left and cries “Boo!” Ashly
startles, while Scotty is amused and laughs wildly. The second type is the
return-of-the-dead shock in which the dead villain, who is not quite dead,
rises again. At the end of Sleeping with the Enemy, for instance, Laura Bur-
ney (Julia Roberts) has overcome and shot her ultra-jealous, psychopathic
husband Martin (Patrick Bergin). The camera slowly pans away, suggesting
a closing shot of the crying Laura in front of Martin’s seemingly dead body.
Plot, camera movement, editing and music suggest that the film is over.
After another cut we see the crying Laura tightly framed, when suddenly
from the lower edge Martins’s bloody arm swiftly enters the frame in order
to grab her. The unexpected frame intrusion is accompanied by a loud,
sharp orchestral sound and Laura’s startled scream.

Third, the 3-D shock, which mimics one of the most characteristic ele-
ments of 3-D movies: scenes in which something jumps, flies or is thrown
towards the camera as if to bridge the ontological gap between filmic There
and cinematic Here. In Mimic (1997) a scene takes place in the dark tun-
nel system of the New York subway. The male protagonists endeavor to
rescue the heroine, Dr. Susan Tyler (Mira Sorvino), from the deadly giant
bugs that inhabit this space. When frantically trying to pull her through an
opening in the ground, the policeman Leonard (Charles S. Dutton) acciden-
tally kicks a lamp down the opening. Following a cut, we see the lamp fall-
ing into the dark depths of a seemingly endless space underground, from
which one of the giant bugs suddenly jumps forward. The bug moves so
fast and eventually becomes so big that after the negligible duration of 17
frames the whole screen is filled by the animal’s body. Since the impression
of enhanced three-dimensionality is aimed directly at the viewer, this type
of shock is least dependent on character involvement. It makes evident that
character presence is—contra Baird—ultimately not a precondition for the
cinematic shock.'? Fourth, the horror shock, which is based on the abrupt
revelation of the monster or an act of violence. In Raising Cain a scared
man (John Lithgow) enters a dark bedroom, where we strongly expect
something to happen. We see the man’s hand in close-up trying to switch on
the light, when his wife’s hand suddenly enters the frame from below and
cuts his wrist swiftly with a razor blade. There are almost no sound effects;
we only hear the disturbing cut of the knife. The revelation often takes the
form of a sudden and quick ‘rising of the curtain’ at the top of its lungs the
film screams “Boo!” and “Voila!” at the same time.

Fifth, the behind-the-back shock. In a scene filled with dread a frightened
character—his or her eyes continuously and almost stubbornly directed
ahead—moves backwards and runs into a threat. Or: a reflection in a mir-
ror or on the surface of a lake suddenly reveals a villain or a fake threat
looming at the back of a character. Towards the end of Deep Rising, for
instance, the protagonist Trillian St. James (Famke Janssen) tries to escape
from the mad captain (Anthony Heald). She sneaks backwards to the left
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while looking ahead to the right. Panning leftward with her, the camera
gradually moves in on her, framing her more tightly, leaving little space
behind her vulnerably exposed back and the left edge of the frame. When
she eventually bumps into the menacing captain, her turning around is
accompanied by a scream and a sudden sound effect.

Sixth, the unexpected-identity shock: this variant takes us by surprise
because the identity of a character suddenly and shockingly turns out to be
less stable than expected. Either we are faced with an inversion of gender:
usually a man dressed as a woman, but sometimes a woman instead of a
man. Or an undermining of the character’s ontological status takes place:
a person assumed to be alive turns out to be dead or a lifeless dummy. A
fine example can be found in Martin Scosese’s Cape Fear. The private-eye
Claude Kersek (Joe Don Baker), hired to protect the Bowden family from
the psychopathic stalker Max Cady (Robert De Niro), has set up a trap.
He tries to lure Cady into the Bowden house, in order to finish him off
legally on the basis of trespassing. Following an intense scene in which
Cady apparently tried to enter the house, Kersek eventually considers the
threat as bogus. He walks into the kitchen, sits down and pours himself a
drink, all the while talking to the nice Hispanic maid who stands behind
him. During this scene we have seen the maid only from behind, but when
she turns around in a strangely machine-like way, we shockingly realize
that it is Cady in disguise.

The unexpected-identity shock is clearly the most sophisticated version
of cinematic shock. It relies on a more or less complicated dialectics of
suggesting and showing. The filmmakers have to expose enough for us to
understand the scene, but not too much so we don’t guess the surprise in
advance. In many cases it has reverberations for the narrative past as well
as the future. In Cape Fear part of the shock results from our knowledge
that Cady must have cold-bloodedly killed the servant in the close past and

Figure 5.2 Unexpected Identity: Max Cady (Robert De Niro) dressed as a woman
in Cape Fear.
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that he will attack the private eye in the immediate future. A similar thing
can be said about the end of Psycho. From the mother’s less-than-alive sta-
tus we conclude that something unusual, maybe even horrifying, must have
happened to her in the distant past and that she cannot be the murderer.
Hence the killer is still around posing a threat to Lila in the near or dis-
tant future—in fact, Norman (Anthony Perkins), the killer, will enter the
scene shortly thereafter in female disguise. In comparison to the fake shock
and the 3-D shock, the narrative function of the unexpected-identity shock
therefore goes beyond pure spectacle.

ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF SHOCK:
RAPID MOVEMENT AND INCREASE IN VOLUME

Cinematic shocks depend on one of two formal elements: a) an abrupt and
rapid visual change, and b) a sudden and stabbing increase of loudness.
One of these elements must occur.

Abrupt and Rapid Visual Change

What I mean by ‘abrupt and rapid visual change’ is first and foremost a fast,
unforeseen movement within a shot or a rapid movement from one shot
to another initiated by a sudden cut.'’ In many cases filmmakers do not
rely on visual changes alone but add visual acceleration. This might occur
through accelerated movement within a shot (accelerated mise-en-scéne) or
through cutting (accelerated editing). Often rapid editing and accelerated
mise-en-scéne are combined. This can lead to a strong pictorial disorienta-
tion. Hence what in the following discussion is separated analytically often
occurs in combination. Generally speaking, how the visual change occurs
is less important than its unexpectedness and its speed: in order to be effec-
tive, the visual change has to be abrupt and rapid. As Robert Baird points
out, startle effects are rendered impotent when sufficiently slowed.'

The Shock Cut

The most obvious case of abrupt and rapid visual movement from one shot
to another is the ‘shock cut.” In this case the movement results from the
visual discrepancy between shot 1 and shot 2. Moreover, the visual move-
ment is often underscored by a strong contrast in shot duration resulting in
accelerated editing. While shot 1 is comparatively long (sometimes twenty
seconds or longer), shot 2 marks the prelude of a veritable storm of two,
three or more quick shots (sometimes consisting of 12 frames and less).
This rapid alternation may—but does not have to—involve three typical
forms of shots: ‘shock shot,’ ‘reaction shot” and ‘revelation shot.” The ‘shock
shot’ includes the shock proper. The ‘reaction shot’ depicts the response
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of the character. As a way of quick information it helps to clarify whether
the shocking source is dangerous or not: if the character looks relieved,
we immediately know that the threat was either fake or meant mockingly.
Moreover, it gives the viewer a possibility to empathize. Even if empathy
is not necessary, many filmmakers rely on it since it enforces the viewer’s
relatedness to the character. In addition, the quick movement of the startled
character supplies another visual acceleration. As the last category, the ‘rev-
elation shot’ discloses the source of shock. Just like the reaction shot, it
shows us whether the source of shock is dangerous (an alien, a serial killer)
or harmless (a cat, a mocking friend). At this point a scene that began as
dread and has culminated in a cinematic shock often turns into a scene of
horror confronting us with something frightening.

A typical cinematic shock might first shock us by way of an unidentified
source, then cut to a character response, and, finally, a third shot reveals
the source of shock. However, the three types of shot are not present in
every case. Nor do shock, reaction and revelation shot have to be sepa-
rated. In fact, in many cases two or even all the elements are included in a
single shot (either simultaneously or successively by way of camera move-
ment, frame intrusion, prop movement etc.). For instance, scenes in which
the monster suddenly bursts into the frame fuse shock and revelation. Or,
scenes in which a character is startled by a sudden frame intrusion combine
shock and reaction. Any permutation is imaginable.

What might be the advantage of dispersing shock, reaction and revela-
tion over different shots? First, employing a series of shots enables an accel-
eration of the visual. Second, it also allows for a protraction of the scene.
Since screen duration exceeds story duration the filmmaker can put a spe-
cial emphasis—which, in turn, might deepen the shock reverberations. The
most striking examples of protraction occur in relation to reaction shots.
In numerous cases the reaction shot does not proceed from the exact point
where the previous shot has ended (this would imply losing a fraction of the
character’s reaction). Instead, the film jumps back to reveal the split second
of astonishment and shock i its entirety. The result is an overlap of time
between the shock shot and the reaction shot that enables the protraction
of an otherwise very short phenomenon. In the most obvious case—a shock
scene in Deep Blue Sea, in which one of the main characters (Samuel L.
Jackson) is suddenly attacked and eaten by a shark—TI found this temporal
overlap added 2 seconds.

Frame Intrusion from Off-Screen Space

An abrupt and rapid visual change can also happen without editing. Two
alternatives exist: the rapid visual movement takes place through an object
visible within the frame (i.e. inside screen space) or by way of an unseen
object intruding the frame (i.e. from offscreen space).’> Since many film
critics and lay viewers consider the abrupt and rapid frame intrusion from
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offscreen space more paradigmatic, let us look at it first. Following Noél
Burch’s definition, frame intrusion can happen a) through entering from the
space outside the frame, or b) through entering from the space behind the
set or hidden behind an object within the frame. If something enters from
outside screen space this usually takes place via the four edges of the frame:
left, right, above and below; but it can also come from what we perceive as
the space ‘behind the camera.’ Interestingly, Burch claims that films rarely
bring the upper and lower segments of the frame into play.'® This assump-
tion is incorrect when it comes to the cinematic shock. There are numerous
examples of frame intrusion from the upper or lower edge of the frame. In
Deep Rising, for instance, cables fall from the ceiling, enter the frame from
above, and (fake) shock both character and audience.

Since movement has to be abrupt and rapid, the most potent frame intru-
sions happen very quickly. This is the case in a typical dread scene in The
Dark Half (1993). A woman (Rutanya Alda), already established as a poten-
tial victim, walks through a quiet, abandoned hallway towards her apart-
ment, when her door opens itself uncannily. Cut to a tightly framed shot
showing her room. All of a sudden the frame is penetrated by an extremely
fast movement of an arm coming from the right, attacking the woman. In
this scene the frame intrusion can happen fast enough because the framing
is tight. On the other hand, the framing must not be too tight so that we are
still able to perceive the intrusion clearly; otherwise the effect falls flat.

For an illustration of an intrusion from behind the set we might draw on
Evil Dead. In one scene the main protagonist Ashly (Bruce Campbell) rests
with his back against the wooden door of the log cabin, when suddenly the
hands of a zombie break through the wood (i.e. from behind the stage) and
start to choke him. An example for a startling effect based on an intrusion
of screen space from something hidden behind an object inside the frame
can be drawn from John Landis’ horror comedy Innocent Blood. Track-
ing the female vampire Marie (Anne Parillaud) undercover agent Genn-
aro (Anthony LaPaglia) discovers blood on a snowy rooftop, the traces of
which lead towards a chimney. When the camera focuses on the chimney,
the vampire suddenly jumps up from behind it with a roaring scream.

Movement within Onscreen Space

The last possibility of abrupt and rapid visual movement is the one most
often ignored. If film critics talk about cinematic shocks at all, they gener-
ally refer to shock cuts and frame intrusions. Sudden movements within
onscreen space are rarely mentioned. In Evil Dead there is a scene in which
the protagonists sit around the dinner table of their log cabin in the woods.
The shot in question is composed of a female character in the right fore-
ground, while in the background there is a living room with a door in
the floor leading to an ominous cellar. I assume that in this scene most
viewers direct their attention to the girl who is in sharp focus, while the
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background remains unacknowledged. This changes when we are taken
aback because the cellar door abruptly, rapidly and unexpectedly springs
open. Other examples based on an abrupt and rapid movement within the
frame include those shocking scenes in which something is hurled or jumps
towards the camera and thus seemingly in our direction—what I have iden-
tified as the ‘3-D shock.” In all cases the movement has to be extremely fast;
otherwise a clearly visible object cannot shock us.

Note that the movement within onscreen space is not identical with an
intrusion of the frame from behind an onscreen object. While in the former
case the moving object is visible from the beginning, in the latter case the
object is hidden. Admittedly, there are borderline cases. What about those
parts of the frame that are buried in darkness? Do they belong to onscreen
or offscreen space? In genres that thrive on scenes taking place at night or
inside dark interiors it is not uncommon that a character or an object sud-
denly moves out of the dark. In any case, if the cinematic shock relies on
movements within onscreen space or out of the dark, the director has to be
able to stage in depth. David Bordwell has repeatedly argued that contem-
porary directors have neglected if not forgotten the art of staging in depth.
Instead, they prefer a cinema based on editing.!”” As some of my examples
indicate, Bordwell’s argument is too sweeping. Even if shock effects are
often based on frantic editing, there are numerous cases that depend on
staging in depth.

Scare Chords: The Sudden and Stabbing Increase of Loudness

Ultimately the more significant component of cinematic shock is the sud-
den, stabbing increase of loudness. This strategy is often referred to as the
‘stinger’ or ‘sting’—director Sam Raimi also talks about “scare chords.” *
While the aesthetic strategy of direct cinematic horror relies predominantly
on sound-supported moving-images, the cinematic shock is primarily
dependent on image-supported sounds.

Scare chords consist of three elements: suddenness, stabbing shortness
and, most importantly, increase in volume. Generally speaking, the shock
is most efficient if the discrepancy between the relative quietude before and
the relative loudness during the shock is high. In order to maximize the
discrepancy in volume filmmakers sometimes completely suspend sound
before the shock, whether speech, music or noise. According to Michel
Chion’s definition ‘suspension’ occurs when a sound naturally expected
from a situation (and heard at first) becomes suppressed and vanishes."”
The scene from Jacob’s Ladder described at the beginning in which the
protagonist’s son Gabe (Macaulay Culkin) is run down by a car is a case in
point.?’ But even if the use of suspension before the shock often enhances the
effect, it is not mandatory. Most scenes preceding cinematic shocks contain
some sort of brooding, apprehensive music. The fact that these scenes are
often equally effective underscores the significance of the contrast between
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a relatively loud sound bursting into a relatively guiet scene. In gestalt theo-
retical terms: a figure that stands off perceptibly from a ground.

Sometimes cinematic shocks are prepared by a crescendo of music or
noise that culminates in a short sound stab. During those scenes we are cued
to believe that the threat is fast approaching and ever-more imminent—
which stimulates our fear of shock or horror. However, the crescendo ver-
sion has a disadvantage: shocks are felt more effectively if introduced by a
sudden, unprepared increase of volume.

But the shock caused by sound does not only result from an increase in
volume, but also from a contrast in terms of other acoustic properties. The
sound before the shock usually consists of extended, regular, even monoto-
nous non-diegetic music or atmospheric, ambient diegetic noise (such as
raindrops, crickets or ventilating fans). The shock itself results from the
sudden stab of a short sound. This sound can either be diegetic (e.g., a loud
scream) or non-diegetic (e.g., orchestral music or sound effects). Often,
both occur at the same time, layered on top of each other. Moreover, the
effect can be enhanced by a sound that is not only comparatively loud but
also unpleasant or eerie: deep, guttural male voices; sharp female screams;
shrill, shrieking violins; high-pitched telephone rings; sound effects sug-
gesting breaking glass etc.

Shocks ignoring the effectiveness of the volume contrast are few and
far between. On the other hand, there are numerous cinematic shocks that
work without visual contrasts. Where, then, does this higher efficiency of
the increase in volume compared to the visual contrast come from? There
are two reasons. First: differences in the speed of perception. The ear ana-
lyzes, processes and synthesizes faster than the eye. While the eye must
explore in space as well as follow along in time and hence has more to take
in all at once, the ear can isolate a detail and follow this point or line in
time alone.?! John Dewey points out: “Sounds come from outside the body,
but sound itself is near, intimate; it is an excitation of the organism; we
feel the clash of vibrations throughout our whole body . . . It is sounds that
make us jump.”??

Second: auditory perception intrudes awareness not only faster but also
more inexorably than visual phenomena. Since we cannot shut our ears
quickly, we have less control over the attempted auditory intrusion. What
the philosopher Hans Jonas calls the simultaneous coordinated manifold of
objects in seeing is not available in hearing, which is governed by a succes-
sion of impressions.?® As we have seen in the chapter on direct horror, one
strategy to avoid the impact of the horrifying image is to escape it by look-
ing away or switching into the mode of aesthetic appreciation (rather than
immersion). Because of the simultaneity of innumerable percepts in sight, 1
can let my gaze wander and look at the exit sign or appreciate the formal
characteristics of violence. But how can I escape the impact of sound? I can-
not simply hear away nor can I let my sense of hearing wander. The sudden
burst of sound has penetrated me long before T have covered my ears. As
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Jonas notes: “In hearing, the percipient is at the mercy of environmental
action, which intrudes upon his sensibility without his asking and by mere
intensity decides for him which of several qualities distinguishable at the
moment is to be the dominant impression. The strongest sound might not be
the vitally most important one in a situation, but it simply seizes the atten-
tion among the competing ones. Against this the freedom of selective atten-
tion is extremely limited.”?* Similar to painful somatic empathy, the coercive
aspect makes the cinematic shock so effective but also despised: while I have
a certain freedom of selection in direct, present effects like horror (let alone
in indirect, anticipatory ones like dread and terror), the cinematic shock
puts me in a passive position by conceding the initiative to the film.

Cinematic shocks are most effective if a sudden visual contrast and an
abrupt increase in loudness coincide. This is not only the case because both
elements are added up, but also due to the supportive function of sound
that turns the combination into a more clearly perceptible gestalt. The
improvement of sound mentioned in the multiplex chapter allowed for a
better perception of ever-more rapid visual movements. It made possible yet
another turn of the screw in terms of shocking visual change.

HOW TO INTENSIFY CINEMATIC SHOCKS

There are various ways how filmmakers can intensify cinematic shocks.
Judging from the previous discussion, the use of stronger, more stabbing
increases in volume combined with more rapid visual changes would seem
to be the most readily available (and, if you want, ‘cheapest’) one. If the
purely formal analysis of the “Essential Elements of Shock” section was
sometimes inclined towards such a simple cause-and-effect argument, the
following discussion will show that the matter is more complicated. Gradu-
ally moving into a phenomenological direction I will demonstrate that the
film cannot simply snap its fingers in order to shock the passive viewer.
There is simply no one-way causality between an objective physical stimu-
lus and its response. Think of two sounds that are equally loud, but have
very different effects if put against a silent or a noisy background. Gestalt
theory has long taught us that we perceive relations—the difference of a
figure on a ground—not isolated elements. The allegedly isolated element
(the physical stimulus of the sound) is always part of relations that form a
gestalt (the sound against its backdrop).

The cinematic shock always relies on a minimum of viewer intertwine-
ment with the filmic world—an intertwinement that needs to be established
first. This becomes obvious when we look at those strategies that most
effectively and elegantly intensify shocks: disrupted relief, deliberate dis-
traction and the depiction of forceful objects. They function effectively pre-
cisely because they keep us entangled with the filmic world. Just like the
various types of cinematic shock, these strategies of intensification are not
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exclusive, but can be combined. The three intensification strategies have a
second function, however. By far not everybody has the same shock thresh-
old. Some viewers are prone to easy startles; others must be provoked with
strong shock attacks. The intensification strategies help (even if they do
not guarantee) to homogenize the audience response, thus supporting the
pleasure of collectivity.

Disrupted Relief

The disrupted relief strategy occurs when we are falsely led to believe that
a dangerous situation has been positively solved. Since the threats of shock
or horror have deceptively disappeared, the film lures us into a position
of non-expectation. We relax and forget the offscreen threat. Precisely at
this moment, the unexpected sting of shock penetrates. Often, apparent
happy endings, promising relief from an accumulation of dread, terror,
shock and horror sequences that took place before, are used to this effect.
The viewer finally expects some quietude and relaxation. Erroneously so. A
great example can be found at the end of Friday the 13", probably the big-
gest shock T have ever experienced. The extended carnage of the preceding
night finally seems to be over. The darkness has made way for daylight. The
psychopathic slasher Mrs. Voorhees (Betsy Palmer) got killed. And Alice
(Adrienne King), the surviving last victim, awakes in a canoe in the middle
of a lake in a tranquil natural environment. The soundtrack offers relaxing,
almost sentimental music. At the lakeshore the police arrive, promising the
protection of official authority. Alice puts her hand into the water, when
all of a sudden monstrous Jason Voorhees (Ari Lehman), a dead figure

Figure 5.3 Disrupted relief: Jason (Ari Lehman) attacks Alice (Adrienne King) in
Friday the 13%.
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mentioned but never encountered before, jumps out of the lake and grabs
her from behind.

Or consider this sequence from Malice. College professor Andy Safian
(Bill Pullman) intrudes the caretaker’s (Tobin Bell) room in the basement
of a university building and pokes around in his belongings. When the
caretaker suddenly stands behind him, Andy and the viewers are heavily
startled. Andy apologizes; the caretaker accepts. In turn he tells a story
about his dead mother that almost awakes feelings of compassion. The ten-
sion between the two seems resolved. Relieved and a little ashamed, Andy
walks out of the room. He believes that everything is fine and the caretaker
does not nurse a grudge. There are no clues that the caretaker might attack
from behind. But this is exactly what happens: accompanied by a sudden
scream and a burst of non-diegetic sound, the caretaker throws himself
towards Andy.

Why is the disrupted relief strategy so powerful? Its impact relies on
the strong discrepancy between the viewer’s relaxed, expanded position in
the moment of relief and the startled, constricted position in the moment
of shock. The shocked lived body’s constriction is felt all the more pow-
erful precisely because it contrasts with the preceding bodily expansion.
The lived-body’s effort to bridge the gap between two opposed somatic
extremes makes the strategy of disrupted relief quite effective. (If this still
sounds slightly opaque, it will become more accessible after the following
extended phenomenological discussion)

Sometimes directors take this principle yet another step further and add
a second specific relief to the first general relief. The ending of Poltergeist
(1982) might serve as a case in point. After a long, very loud and intense
battle the poltergeist seems to be defeated and the family is happily reunited
at the end of the film (general relief). Cut to a scene in the boy’s bedroom
at bedtime. Before finally putting himself to sleep, the boy checks under-
neath his bed if there is another hostile intruder. We are led to believe that
something might be there, but the boy finds nothing (specific relief). When
he moves upwards from below his mattress, the camera tilts with him and
suddenly reveals an aggressive, brutal clown doll waiting behind him.

However efficient the disrupted relief strategy might be, there is a flipside
to it: it sacrifices moments of dread, i.e. the fearful tension caused by the
anticipation of shock and horror. If the viewer is successfully lured into a
position of relief, he or she obviously does not expect anything bad to hap-
pen. Hence filmmakers have to decide: do they want to frighten the audi-
ence and shock them, taking into account that the startle is possibly less
powerful than in cases of disrupted relief? Or do they leave out dread and
put emphasis solely on the cinematic shock? As a preliminary conclusion
we might say that shocks are experienced as particularly effective when the
discrepancy between anticipation and shock is high. Unprepared, we are all
the more vulnerable to the shocking attack. But how, then, do we explain
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that some of the most startling effects occur during scenes in which we
have strong expectations of an imminent threat?

Deliberate Distraction

The answer is: by deliberately distracting our expectation. This potent
shock strategy takes us aback not by lulling us into a false sense of security
but by leading our attention in the wrong direction—figuratively, but also
literally. An advantage of this deliberate distraction strategy is the fact that
it does not have to sacrifice moments of fear. Quite to the contrary, it most
often goes hand in hand with scenes of dread. In contrast to the disrupted
relief strategy, we usually expect something and are consequently highly
alarmed—even if our alarm is misled. Often this intensification strategy
relies on frame intrusion. But the filmmaker can also deliberately distract
us from something hidden within the frame. Thus clever depth staging can
become an effective means of shock. I have mentioned a scene from Evil
Dead, in which the opening of a cellar door in the background can take us
by surprise precisely because we direct our attention to the woman in the
front. There are two important means of distraction. First, the character:
through posture, gestures, verbal announcements and eye-line the charac-
ter is able to lead the viewer’s attention to specific onscreen and offscreen
parts. However, the character alone does not guarantee distraction. Think
of the behind-the-back shock: the backwards moving character looks abead
into onscreen or offscreen space—nevertheless we concentrate on some-
thing coming from behind. In this case, the scene’s convention trumps the
character’s posture and eye-line. This is where the second means of distrac-
tion, offscreen sound, comes into play: a salient sound whose source is not
seen onscreen can raise our awareness of the space beyond the four edges
of the frame. In both cases the distraction relies on spatial disorientation.
The film leads the viewer to concentrate on parts of onscreen and offscreen
space where the shock is precisely no¢ initiated. But this spatial distraction
also has a temporal component. Since we concentrate on something still iz
the act of approaching, we expect the shocking moment to take place later
in time—which is, again, a mistake.

Deliberate distractions work also in a slightly different manner. A highly
effective strategy is placing the shock while verbal interactions between
characters absorb our attention. In this case there is no anticipatory dread
involved and we expect nothing shocking or horrifying. Similar to the dis-
rupted relief strategy, the shock hits us wholly unprepared. Take this exam-
ple from I Know What You Did Last Summer: the two protagonists Julie
James (Jennifer Love Hewitt) and Helen Shivers (Sarah Michelle Gellar) sit
in Julie’s parked car and discuss how their (supposed) murder has affected
the lives of many people. The scene is very earnest and quiet. All of a sud-
den, a weird woman (Anne Heche) unexpectedly enters the frame from the
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left and bangs against their window. We are deeply involved in following
the characters. Our attention is absorbed by the content of their speech and
their emotionality, distracting us from the onslaught of shock.

Forceful Objects

Some of the most intense cinematic shocks occur when something massive
and forceful—mostly a threatening killer or monster, but it can also be a
non-living object—bursts through solid material—in most cases shattering
glass, but sometimes wood or concrete—in order to confront a character.
Let me illustrate this strategy by referring to the ending of I Know What
You Did Last Summer. About to take a shower, Julie James finds a disturb-
ing note written on the shower’s glass door, indicating that the killer must
still be around. Cut to a point-of-view shot of Julie looking at the door,
when suddenly the killer with a loud noise forcefully bursts through the
glass and towards her and the camera.

If the threatening character simply intruded the frame from behind
the scene without shattering any material, the shock would be decidedly
less intense. Why do we experience it so powerfully? The intensity can-
not be explained away by referring to the higher volumes of the sound
effects ‘allowed for’ by the shattered material. In case of forceful objects
shattering solid materials there is an intensity surplus we do not find in
scenes that rely solely on strong volume contrasts. Furthermore, the strong
impact cannot rely solely on the threat posed by the forceful attacker. It
certainly plays a role that the killer is dangerous. But is it crucial for
the—initial—forcefulness of the shock? I don’t think so. Our conclusion
whether the attacker means danger or not is a judgment after the fact:
only after we were shocked do we evaluate the danger of the attacking
object. The outcome of our cognitive judgment can either prolong the
shock or cut it short. However, our initial shock reaction does not depend
on reflection, but reacts pre-reflectively to something else. The question
is: to what?

The intensification of the shock effect relies on our phenomenological
experience of living and non-living external objects suddenly displaying
massive force. The term “force’ is used here in the sense of such phrases as
‘a stone hit me with considerable force’ or ‘a car struck the tree with great
force.” As a synonym one could also use the word ‘impact.’>® A penetrating
object carries force and a bursting or exploding object (glass, wood, con-
crete) carries it on. In order to experience the display of force as a cinematic
shock we do not necessarily need the simultaneity of a ‘penetrating object’
and a ‘bursting or exploding object.” The same effect, if certainly with less
impact, works without a bursting object that carries on force. Think of a
scene in which someone strongly and unexpectedly hammers against a win-
dow (as in Mimic) or a loose brick falls from the ceiling and crashes onto a
table (as in The Fog, 1980).



Startling Scares 143

But how should it be possible at all that we, as viewers, ascribe impact
to objects? And, what is more, why should we be able to feel this force?
Usually this kind of argument is wiped away by calling it a blatant case
of anthropomorphism. Following Herbert Spiegelberg’s phenomenology
of force I would claim that this accusation ignores the continuity between
and intertwining of man and nature. Spiegelberg notes: “The charge of
‘anthropomorphism’ seems to imply that man (anthropos) has nothing in
common with non-human nature and that any common shape (morphe)
which we may find in nature must have been illegitimately projected upon
it from the observation of the human original.”?® This is not the case.
Spiegelberg’s argument is complex but convincing, it deserves extended
quoting: “There are times when we have good reasons for extrapolating
from the experience of forces within our own body to such forces in for-
eign bodies beyond its range. Such an extrapolation may be buttressed
by the consideration of cases where forces are transmitted from one part
of our body to another part, and where we experience the forces in both
these parts, for instance when one member exerts and the other undergoes
such force, or vice versa. Such cases would seem to justify an inference by
analogy to the effect that forces are present even where the other member
of such a relationship is no longer our own body but some foreign or inani-
mate object. Moreover, insofar as this first extrapolation can be justified,
there would seem to be no basic objection to a final extrapolation to cases
where our body and its forces are no longer involved, i.e., to the interaction
between inanimate bodies.”?’

Vivian Sobchack calls this experience “interobjectivity.”?® It describes
our ability to recognize, care for and feel with material objects external to
ourselves, based on the recognition, caring for and feeling with our own
material being. We derive the ability of interobjectivity from moments in
which we are ourselves subjected to the will of others or the action of
intentionless external forces: passive moments in which we experience the
irrelevance of our subjective will and in which we are constituted and
treated as material objects. Her examples comprise the experience of tor-
nadoes and earthquakes, of illness and torture. Our ability to be inter-
objectively related originates not only in a passive suffering, but also in
an active devotion to objects. Taking an example from Walter Benjamin,
Sobchack refers to the playing child’s ‘mimetic faculty’ for not only acting
as the shopkeeper or teacher, but also as the windmill and the train. Hence
passive suffering and active devotion to the world of objects are the two
components of the intimate and dual relationship we have with material-
ity. They are the very empathy and sympathy that we as subjective bodies
feel towards material objects.

This relatedness to material objects is experienced in a wide and graded
range, varying in the ratio of involvement and the degree to which it
becomes explicit to consciousness. Sobchack asks how proportionally sub-
jective and for-itself is the object: obviously there is a difference in kicking
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the tire of one’s car, giving a boat a proper name, and believing in the
subjective agency of a magic charm.?’ It is somewhere within this wide and
graded range of subjectively experienced reversibility with objects where
the possibility is located that allows us to experience the impact of a foot-
ball destroying a window in the real world as well as a character crashing
through a glass door in the filmic world.

However, in order to render effectively the material force and the force-
ful material as the basis for an intensification of shock, filmmakers cannot
rely on coincidence but have to draw on well-tried strategies. First, there is
the choice of props. The reason why films use glass as the material-to-be-
shattered has to do with the characteristic ‘explosion’ of this otherwise solid
material: the sudden and extremely rapid burst of glass splinters is able to
visualize the carrying on of force more effectively than materials like wood
or concrete. Second, there is the size of the props: a rock breaking through
a window makes the object’s materiality more tangible than a pebble. The
size of the props goes hand in hand with a third choice: the frame distance.
The biggest object breaking through a window is robbed its effectiveness
if shown in a panorama shot. In turn, a close-up of two colliding objects
renders them more concrete and tactile than a long shot. Moreover, frame
distance is often correlated with sound volume: the louder the sound the
closer we consider its source and vice versa.

This brings us to a second complex of aesthetic strategies. Apart from the
visual side, the use of sound—and particularly the choice of noise—supports
the rendering of the materiality of objects. As Michel Chion notes, “Noises
are reintroducing an acute feeling of the materiality of things and beings, and
they herald a sensory cinema . . .”3° According to Chion, it was the horror film
that functioned as a motor for the renewal of the senses in film—a tendency
set in motion by directors like Raimi, Philip Kauffman or David Cronen-
berg and propelled by the action movies of the Die Hard (1988) category.
“In these movies matter—glass, fire, metal, water, tar—resists, surges, lives,
explodes in infinite variations, with an eloquence in which we can recognize
the invigorating influence of sound on the overall vocabulary of modern-
day film language,” he writes.3! In our case it is the noise of shattering glass
that adds an aural dimension to its visual representation and thus helps ren-
dering the weight, speed, impact and resistance of the crash between object
and object. In scenes of cinematic shock the visual and the aural dimension
coincide in what Chion calls the point of synchronization: the punctual and
abrupt coincidence of sound and visible impact.3?

The forceful materiality of objects makes itself felt in all kinds of view-
ing environments, but it develops its full potential first and foremost in the
multichannel surroundings of the multiplex. There are two reasons. First,
the effect is reinforced by “offscreen trash,” a phenomenon that occurs
when a loud event takes place visually in the middle of the screen, but par-
ticipatory sounds are heard in the lateral and surround speakers. In what
sounds like a poetic description of interobjective empathy and sympathy
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Chion claims that surrounding offscreen trash is able to give “an almost
physical existence to objects at the very moment they are dying.”33 The sec-
ond advantage of the multiplex has to do with sound volume and acoustic
pressure. Since a loud crash has more impact than a silent one, other view-
ing surroundings have a hard time competing with the improved sound
systems of the multiplex. Moreover, as we have seen, digital sound tracks
permit acoustic pressure that is ten times as high as its analogue equivalent
and can be boosted up to a level close to the human pain threshold. Last
but not least, multiplex sound systems are powerful enough to move a sig-
nificant amount of air that literally hits the spectator. Hence horror films
and thrillers belong to those genres in which visuals and noises cooperate
particularly well in creating a sensory cinema that often shockingly makes
us sense the materiality and the forcefulness of the object.

This extended discussion has revealed something we know from extra-
cinematic experiences of startle: in order to intensify cinematic shocks film-
makers better take us by surprise. This is most obvious in ‘disrupted relief’
cases, which make us believe that the threat has disappeared. But even
when we consciously expect and, in fact, know that something is going to
happen, shocks can effectively be established. Familiarity with genre con-
ventions may help to raise our expectations but cannot avert the response
when we anticipate something differently. This is the case in ‘deliberate
distractions.” Here we do expect something, but from a different place and
later in time. Tt is as if we erect a bulwark but the film avoids it and attacks
from behind. And even if we know the exact place and time, we can be
surprised if the shock effect is stronger than anticipated (here the ‘force-
ful objects’ strategy comes into play). The affective strength surprises us—
otherwise we would not be shocked in the first place. Hence the surprising
element of shock comes in three forms. First, we do not expect it at all.
Second, we expect it, but somewhere else or at a different time. Third, we
expect it less powerfully.

PHENOMENOLOGY (I): THE TRANSFORMED
INTERRELATION OF VIEWER AND FILM

While deeply-felt dread and terror are hard to establish, cinematic shocks
can be achieved quite easily: the atmosphere precluding the startling moment
is set up quickly and quite independently of the film’s overall mood. Never-
theless, cinematic shocks depend on an important precondition: the viewer’s
thorough-enough attentional intertwinement with the filmic world. How
strongly the cinematic shock depends on this precondition can be judged
from a series of negative cases. A viewer entering the theater seconds before
the intended shock will hardly be affected. Or think of someone concen-
trating on a cell phone display—his or her reaction will be much weaker.
Last but not least, there are forms of distraction resulting from the film
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rather than the viewer—for instance if the projection breaks down shortly
before the startling moment and resumes only after an interval that cut off
our relation with the filmic world. Again, the effect will evaporate. Quite
the opposite happens when there is a minimum of intertwinement. This is
clearly the case in anticipatory scenes of dread preceding the actual shock.
During these highly immersive moments the viewer seems to be glued to
the screen. The cinematic experience is almost wholly dominated by the
film experience. Absorbed by our interaction with the movie, we barely pay
attention to anything happening around us. The intensity of the moment is
defined by stillness—both inside the auditorium as well as in terms of our
corporeal mobility. The cinematic shock unsettles this relationship between
viewer and movie.

Often initiated by a shock-cut, the cinematic shock abruptly ‘cuts’ our
merger with the onscreen world. Deep immersion ends. Suddenly the phe-
nomenological distance between film and viewer, between aesthetic object
and aesthetic perceiver, disappears. In contrast to the seeming forward
movement in preceding moments of dread in which the viewer deeply
immerses him- or herself in the filmic world, the direction of movement in
shock is suddenly reversed. This abrupt vanishing of the phenomenologi-
cal distance disrupts the viewer’s perceptual flow so fast and unexpectedly
(even if in most cases not wholly unforeseen) that he or she cannot raise the
hands, shut the eyes or cover the ears as a means of defense in time. What
works as a preparatory self-defense against images and sounds of violence
and monstrosity by definition comes too late in moments of shock.

As a consequence, the extreme proximity of the aesthetic object can-
not be averted: the startle effect implies a temporary emptiness of con-
sciousness.>* One could call it a microsecond-un-consciousness: the shock
‘scares the audience witless’ or manages to ‘scare the daylights out of the
viewers’ for a brief period of time. At the speed of light and sound, the
film pushes forward, forces on and closes in on the viewer who literally
retreats, resiles, recoils in a very real sense. Its disruptive character can be
judged from the typical blinking response—the immediate closing of the
eyes—that a number of behavioral observations from the third-person per-
spective have documented. An even more observable, three-dimensional
prove is the jump. If the shock makes you jump out of your seat, you are
forced to loosen your tight position, your clenched fists, your grabbing the
armrest. You are literally ‘un-settled.” The film shakes the bodily founda-
tions and changes the viewing position more than just metaphorically.
In the ‘hold’ of and ‘captivated’ by the movie, we are suddenly ‘taken by
surprise’ (or, maybe more appropriately, ‘taken aback’) by a ‘jumpy’ scene
and almost completely thrust out of the immersive experience in the filmic
There back into a momentary awareness of our cinematic Here. During
the shock and its short aftermath the film experience does not exit but is,
as it were, relegated to the fringe of our attention’s limelight. And even if
we do not lose touch with the film completely, after a shocking scene it
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takes a moment to get back into the deeply immersed state experienced
before. Instead other aspects of our cinematic experience climb the center
stage of awareness.

PHENOMENOLOGY (I): THE SUBJECTIVE
EXPERIENCE OF CINEMATIC SHOCK

The Lived-Body Experience

During moments of immersion, my self-consciousness is reduced to a mini-
mum: I am lost almost wholly in the filmic world. T do not notice much of
my surroundings nor do I self-consciously attend to my own body. When
the shock bursts into the scene, however, not only my relation to the film
as the intended object changes; it is also the experience of my lived-body
that undergoes a quick and sudden metamorphosis. While there might be a
microsecond of unconsciousness, the body subsequently returns with a ven-
geance and briefly dominates consciousness. The literally un-settling effect
of the cinematic shock is nicely captured by the German word Entsetzen,
describing a horrified response, but literally implying a dislocation: the ent-
setzte viewer is dislocated; temporarily leaving the center of the self, the
viewer is able to reflect on him- or herself from an eccentric position.> Here
we can sense the advantage of aesthetic experience. In cinematic shock the
phenomenological distance breaks down for a microsecond—but then
quickly jumps back into place. In fact, it has already been restored when
the overwhelmed viewer self-consciously recognizes the affective effective-
ness the cinematic shock has had. But this self-awareness is possible only
because the ontological distance has existed throughout. Otherwise the
viewer would be involved wholly in the practical side of life. If someone is
afraid of thunderstorms, a shocking thunder does not enable self-awareness:
the individual would grapple with fright and a search for shelter or mental
support rather than being consciously aware of his or her lived-body.

As a figure-ground correlation, the shocking scene is most effective when
it stands out most clearly from its background, when it is most distinctively
experienced as a gestalt. This is especially true when it is supported by a
forceful, digitally enhanced noise so loud and stabbing that it penetrates
our body like a knife. Robert Baird appositely talks about an “affective
punctuation”—a subjectively felt exclamation mark that objectively mea-
sured might last between three-tenths of a second to a couple of seconds.?
Even if in the majority of cases being ‘cut off’ from the intertwinement with
the filmic world does not result in physical pain of our physiological body,
the startle clearly ‘cuts’ into the flesh of our phenomenological lived-body.

In order to explore this experience more thoroughly, I will again rely on
Hermann Schmitz’ compelling phenomenology of the lived-body. As we
have seen, Schmitz argues that the lived-body experience shifts on a highly
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nuanced continuum between constriction and expansion. Constriction and
expansion are never reached in their entirety though. Consciousness puts
its lights out, as it were, before we arrive at either pure constriction or
pure expansion.’” For instance, before expansion reaches its peak, we fall
asleep; and prior to the climax of constriction, we pass out. As we have
seen, startle is one of those instances in which we, however briefly, lose
consciousness because it is too constrictive. Other examples are sudden
pangs or panic attacks. Since their entirety is never reached, constriction
and expansion usually stand in contending opposition. If constriction dom-
inates, we experience tension. If expansion prevails, we feel swelling. This
struggle can either occur simultaneously—then we experience it as bodily
intensity. Or it can take place successively—Schmitz calls this experience
bodily rhythm. Voluptuousness with its characteristic heavy rhythmical
breathing is an example for the alternating prevalence of expansion over
constriction and vice versa.

Another perfect case in point, illustrating a rhythmic succession of radi-
cal constriction and expansion, is precisely the startle reaction. At first,
it involves a radical constriction that can lead to as much as a temporary
unconsciousness. For a brief moment our usual “unfolded present” shrinks
to a “primitive present,” as Schmitz calls it. Just like sudden pangs, extreme
forms of shame, or states of panic the constricting suddenness of startle
implies a temporary withdrawal to the first poles of our five bipolar mark-
ers of orientation: the Here (as opposed to Vastness), the Now (as opposed
to Duration), Being (as opposed to Not-Being), Identity (as opposed to
Difference) and the Self (as opposed to the Other).*® Consider the tempo-
ral aspect of shock: the time experience prior to the startling moment is
dominated by a temporal flow. This could mean the loose and extended
flow of time characteristic of unremarkable scenes. Or it could imply the
dense, forward-leaning time experience of a terror or dread scene in which
we heavily anticipate the outcome and therefore experience the temporal
flow prominently. In either case the shock marks a strong caesura: a gestalt
standing out. The durational flow seems to come to a halt, and extended
time suddenly shrinks to a very dense and pointed Now.

Since this radical constriction would be an unbearable state, however,
it is immediately followed by expansion. At this point the reason why we
experience the ‘disrupted relief’ strategy as particularly effective becomes
more obvious. It involves a rapid back-and forth movement between
opposed poles of the lived-body: a state of relaxed bodily expansion in the
moment of relief is followed by the short constriction and the subsequent
expansion of shock. The lived-body has to bridge two gaps: from expansion
to constriction and from constriction to expansion. These discrepancies
allow for a powerful corporeal experience.

The subjective phenomenological expansion finds an equivalent expres-
sion in some objective physiological reactions. These physiological reactions
not only reveal a similar expansive tendency but can also make their way
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into consciousness. I have mentioned the reflex-like bodily jump, visualizing
a literal three-dimensional expansion into the space of the movie theater.
Another very common reaction is the hair that will stand up and the goose
pimples that manifest the expansive swelling of the skin. Moreover, the
shock experience seems to literally set the surface of our body into motion:
it makes our skin crawl; it gives us the creeps; it sends a shiver down our
spines. And then there is the heart that beats so heavily as if to break out
of the constricted body. Needless to say that these expansive physiological
reactions do not in every case take place objectively let alone make their way
into subjective consciousness. But some of them do in most cases.

Last but not least, I have to mention the scream. Almost reflex-like
it frees its way out into the open by way of the viewer’s mouth. Unlike
inward-directed weeping but similar to outward-directed laughing the
scream implies a sudden, eruptive opening: the inner constriction expands
audibly into the world. Clearly, not everyone in the theater screams. While
some viewers articulate their reactions in an expressive, public way, others
experience the cinematic shock privately. Moreover, while male screamers
are few and far between, American women often react more expressively.
How can we reconcile these facts with the common assumption that the
startle reaction is hardwired? Robert Baird makes perfectly clear that cin-
ematic shocks are more intricate than simple reflexes like the knee jerk:
the shock is almost reflex-like. While it is true that the startle reaction
consists of an initial rapid involuntary phase, there is also a second phase
which falls under some degree of voluntary control.’® At this juncture nur-
ture takes over from nature. As Baird puts it, “startle is at once genetically
hard-wired, socially constructed, and personally expressed.”’ While some
physiological manifestations seem unmistakably hardwired—notably the
accelerated heartbeat and the hair standing up—others like the scream are
culturally shaped. Hence we must acknowledge that in screaming there is
more active ‘doing’ than passive ‘being done by.” This causes us to question
what its purpose might be: what do we gain from screaming?

First, the outward-directed character of the scream helps to overcome
constriction by pushing, so to speak, the shocking object back and re-cre-
ating a relieving distance by literally screaming it away. Second, following
Helmuth Plessner one could argue that the scream is a form of self-confir-
mation and self-verification.*! Breaking free from the constriction of shock,
we expand outwardly not just by responding passively but by actively and
literally giving voice to our reaction. As a powerful embodied expression
of a powerful lived-body experience, the scream seems adequate. Hearing
ourselves scream in response to a cinematic shock helps to reassure us in
the face of a startling interruption, because the scream can draw us even
further away from the state of frightening re-immersion. It can prolong the
self-recognizing bodily reaction that grounds us in the cinematic Here.

The result of this phenomenological as well as physiological constric-
tion and expansion is, first and foremost, a shift in consciousness from
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the film to our own lived bodies. Undergoing a corporeal metamorphosis
our otherwise “backgrounded” bodies enter the foreground of awareness.*
The absent body, like an epiphany, ‘comes to mind’ and is felt as a tan-
gible presence. In contrast to gradually approaching affective states like
melodramatic tears or cinematic dread, the shocked body bursts abruptly
and forcefully into consciousness. Similar to comedic laughter, the scream
asserts the experience audibly. Taking away the control over the body,
this experience of powerlessness causes uneasiness among some viewers,
especially those who should remain in control due to professional reasons;
critics in particular. Many viewers, on the other hand, experience the fore-
grounding of the body as both self-affirmative and pleasurable. The cin-
ematic shock is self-affirmative, because it enables a heightened experience
of presence.

The Social Experience

Sean S. Cunningham—director of Friday, the 13%, a film full of intense
cinematic shocks—maintains: “If you see a horror film in an empty theater,
it’s just ugly and grim; there’s no fun. But if you go with four hundred kids
laughing and screaming, it’s a different experience.”® The cinematic shock
raises awareness of our own bodies, but it often (if not always) directs atten-
tion towards our social co-presences in the auditorium as well. Personal
and collective awareness are intricately interwoven. On the one hand, it is
precisely because our bodily reaction is both strongly felt and experienced
as inevitable that cinematic shocks are able to foster an intersubjective
understanding of affective equality: because we can hardly avoid the shock
reaction, we can tacitly assume that this goes for the rest of the audience as
well. And even if this heightened state of intersubjectivity does not neces-
sarily enter our awareness, it often does by way of another particular form
of response: it is the scream as the most clearly perceptible response that
binds together the individual bodily with the collective social experience.
This corporeal reaction—either practiced personally or perceived indirectly
as a response of others—is literally crying out loud into the auditorium that
at this very moment we have similar experiences. In the most intense cases
screaming together and being aware of this common responding can create
what I call a ‘collective body.” On the other hand, the personal awareness
might also be influenced by the collective response. The psychologist Dan-
iel Stern underscores the importance of social confirmation for one’s own
awareness: “We become aware of our own internal states as we discover
that others have them.”**

But why scream? Why not utter a sentence like “Wow, this is shock-
ing!’? Erving Goffman notes that expressive messages must often preserve
the fiction that they are uncalculated, spontaneous, and involuntary.*
‘My experience was so shocking that only an uncalculated, spontaneous,
involuntary response like the scream seems appropriate’—this is what the
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shocked screamer expresses and what a lengthy sentence could not. If this
explanation seems implausible, it might sound more convincing if we think
about the ashamed laughter that often follows isolated screams. A screamer
who stands out by screaming while others don’t is suddenly reminded of
the social interrelations inside the auditorium: he or she feels shamefully
singled out because the overly obvious need for a reassuring scream puts
him or her in stark opposition to the rest of the audience. By screaming
one admits one’s own weakness. As if trying to transform the situation and
intending to take the incriminating scream back, he or she tries to cover it
up with laughter, signaling as it were: ‘I know that my scream was ridicu-
lous! But, please, don’t think that T am a coward who needs the reassurance
of the scream!” Quite appositely, Daniel Stern calls this state of social dis-
orientation in which one’s place or position in a group is thrown into ques-
tion “intersubjective anxiety.”® In shameful situations a return into the
imaginary or actual embrace of the community is crucial for the emotion
to disappear.” The isolated screamer who stands out begs for reintegra-
tion by sending the humble signal of ashamed and insecure laughter. How
much more susceptible to shame would the viewer be if he or she had cried
a whole sentence? The scream is a less exposing way of self-confirmation.
The fact that the screamer has risked to be ashamed at all, no matter how
safeguarded, underscores the self-confirming value of screaming.
Obviously the laughing cover-up strategy is not necessary if many people
scream simultaneously. In this case the viewer does not consider his possibly
shameful scream an act of isolated self-confirmation but recognizes it as a
legitimate part of a common response. Since one is already part of a group,
a reintegration is not necessary. Isabel Cristina Pinedo therefore reminds us
that by way of a collective response screaming acquires a second reassuring
aspect.*® It is not only self-confirming when we hear ourselves scream, but
also when we hear others make their reactions publicly available: hear-
ing their screams can pull us away from the fearful filmic experience and
transpose us into the cinematic Here. Moreover, in moments of collective
screaming the taken-for-granted background of our cinematic experience
suddenly comes to the fore. What before was tacitly acknowledged, now
enters awareness: the fact that we are not alone and that others experience
similarly. As we know from other instances of everyday life, sharing an
experience of something fearful and shocking can have a relieving effect.
In extraordinary cases this effect can lead up not just to reassurance
but to a specific pleasurable experience that I call the ‘collective body’ and
that Hermann Schmitz dubs “solidary incorporation” (solidarische Ein-
leibung). Schmitz describes the phenomenon as a spontaneous formation
of a comprehensive quasi-lived-body.* This quasi-lived-body results from
a cooperative fusion of well-attuned and synchronized lived-bodies co-
acting without thinking distance but with a shared focus. His examples
comprise common singing in a choir, clapping, playing in an orchestra,
sawing or rowing. Even more to the point might be the collective shout
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of the soccer stadium after the favored team has scored. In contrast to
Schmitz’ twin concept of antagonistic incorporation, solidary incorpo-
ration contains no domination or suppression among the various part-
ners. In these moments the feeling of collectivity is not backgrounded, but
stands out. It is literally ecstatic in the sense of the Greek word ekstasis
for ‘standing out’ (ek ‘out’ + histanai ‘to place, cause to stand’). A distinct
feeling of collectivity is created. For a short period of time the social frag-
mentation, the feelings of isolation, and the contradictions, differences
and struggles of everyday life are forgotten and buried under a heap of
pleasurable equality and integration.*°

To be sure, the collective-body experience does not follow from every
moment of shock. And obviously in cases it does result, not everybody
experiences it, let alone experiences it identically. The preconditions for
the collective-body experience are best when the shocking scene is intense
(which encourages a uniform reaction) and when the screaming crowd is
sufficiently big and densely seated (which enforces the fusion of the individ-
ual viewers). As we have seen, screaming belongs to the culturally shaped
side of the startle reaction. Hence in order for the collective screaming to
take place, the viewers have to actively engage in it. Among—at least min-
imally—experienced horror audiences this is precisely the case. They share
a tacit knowledge that only actively doing the scream can produce the plea-
surable experience of being part of a collective body (even if this is often
left to female spectators). In fact, in the eyes of those who scream, the ones
who remain completely silent might carry an air of deliberate unwillingness
and therefore be regarded as killjoys. Quiet viewers potentially embarrass
those who scream, leaving them unaccompanied. As Goffman reminds us,
“silence, coming from a person in a situation where participants are obliged
to be busily engaged [ . . . ], can itself be a noisy thing, loudly expressing
that the individual is not properly involved and attuned to the gathering.”!
Undeniably, this is a more valid description for refused laughter in the face
of a funny comedy. But complete silence vis-a-vis a shocking horror movie
can create a feeling of being in the wrong place as well. The difference is:
while solitary laughter merely makes one feel left alone, a sole screamer is
inclined to feel shamefully standing out.

The reassuring aspects of screaming mentioned before are certainly
part of the explanation why we actively engage in it individually. But as
the discussion of the collective-body experience indicates, there is a more
social element involved. Screaming can also imply reaching out to and fus-
ing with others. Since inside a dark auditorium with everyone looking in
the same direction, personal interaction cannot be based on the minute
facets of facial expression and bodily posture, one has to employ the most
obvious means of communication: the voice. Again, we might ask: why
screaming and not uttering a full-fledged sentence? If we presume a certain
active (albeit tacit) willingness to make possible a collective experience,
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individual sentences would be counterproductive. Sentences simply cannot
be synchronized as easily as primitive screams. Unlike singing in a choir or
chanting songs in a stadium, collective reactions in the movie theater are
not actively coordinated and must therefore rely on the most primitive non-
verbal expressions: laughing or screaming. Only thus, the collective body
as a peculiar intersubjective experience becomes possible.

Because startle is such a hardwired, universal reaction, the cinematic
shock can be achieved easier than any other affective response at the mov-
ies. Not even male arousal in the face of pornographic images can compete
with shocks; nor can the disgust of confrontations with slimy, putrefying
monsters. If we describe film as a medium that oscillates between cognition
and emotion, between a meaning-dimension and a presence-dimension—
moments of cinematic shock mark an extreme. Critics who can’t help their
somatic responses often greet shocks with strong suspicion. They defy the
lack of phenomenological distance and the sense of over-involvement. They
reject the irresistible, homogenizing power that the movie wields over them
(since the power to shock is power after all). Obviously, these critics prefer
an idiosyncratic reaction to a uniform response, missing the potentially
pleasurable aspect of being shocked alike and together. This goes hand in
hand with the belief that effects drawing on biologically determined reac-
tions do not carry aesthetic value: aesthetic strategies that work similarly in
real-life situations cannot be judged artistic. This negative attitude led crit-
ics to ignore what occupied us in this chapter: the vast differences in type
and intensification strategies as well as their phenomenological experience.
Harking back to the remarks of Clive Barker and John Carpenter, we can
now understand why these directors feel the need to mock their own use of
shocks. Acknowledging the futility to defend shocks on aesthetic grounds
(or, at least, on what traditional aesthetics would judge as valuable), they
miss its pleasurable potential. And even if they intuitively grasp the pur-
posefulness of this ‘cheap’ aesthetic strategy, they lack proper counterargu-
ments, raising their arms in defense.

The preceding phenomenological analysis has shown that the cinematic
shock is characterized by a series of quick transitions. It often moves
from an individualized, immersive experience (shortly before the shock)
to a peak of individualized, non-immersive lived-body experience (during
the shock) to an experience of the audience’s collectivity (shortly after the
shock)—Dbefore we subsequently delve back full circle into a state of re-
immersion. Films relying on cinematic shocks set into motion a back-and-
forth movement between cinematic Here and filmic There, between brief
moments of shock and more extended periods of immersion, between a
foregrounded and a backgrounded awareness of the collective viewing situ-
ation. The number of shocks and their intensity determine the nature of
the back-and-forth movement. A film with few mild shocks will not initiate
a strong amplitude, whereas a movie with many intensive shocks will tend
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away from an individualized immersive towards a collective experience
shot through with moments of extrication. Hence strong experiential dif-
ferences exist between a movie that aims primarily at cinematic shocks (like
I Know What You Did Last Summer) and a film dominated by dread (like
The Silence of the Lambs). What this oft-mentioned anticipatory emotion
of dread means precisely, will now occupy us in the next chapter.



6 Anxious Anticipations
A Phenomenology of Cinematic Dread

To make any thing very terrible, obscurity seems in general to be
necessary. When we know the full extent of any danger, when we can
accustom our eyes to it, a great deal of the apprebension vanishes.

(Edmund Burke)!

No matter how horrible something is, once you've seen it you feel
better. So it’s the anticipation of the horrible that really scares you.

(Stuart Gordon)?

CINEMATIC DREAD: THE DEFINITION

e It is night outside, when a middle-aged private detective sneaks into
a dark old house off the beaten track somewhere in the Californian
countryside. In contrast to the detective the viewer thinks that this is
the home of a knife-wielding, murderous old lady. The man slowly
and cautiously climbs a flight of stairs, venturing deeper into the
eerie place. Apart from quiet string music barely anything can be
heard, when upstairs a door slowly opens, confirming the presence of

extreme danger. The detective, however, moves on unsuspecting.

e After an erotic encounter with a perfect stranger, a sorrowful, dis-
traught woman realizes on her way home that she has left her wed-
ding ring in the man’s apartment. She returns, but unlike the viewer
she is unaware of a psychopathic killer waiting for her somewhere in
the quiet, deserted apartment building. The distressed woman takes

the elevator, which slowly climbs to the seventh floor.

® A petite, young, inexperienced FBI agent enters the house of a danger-
ous serial killer without knowing the man’s identity. When it begins
to dawn on her who the man is, she attempts to arrest him, but the
psychopath escapes into the cellar of his dirty, unsettling house. The
determined but extremely frightened agent slowly and very warily
tries to trace him, descending into the labyrinthine basement with
her cocked gun, not knowing where to look for the armed killer. She
breathes heavily and looks around scared when she passes through
narrow corridors and opens doors that seem to lead yet deeper into

the complex structure and further away from the outside world.
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Figure 6.1 Cinematic dread: The Silence of the Lambs.

Taken from Psycho, Dressed to Kill (1980) and The Silence of the Lambs
these scenes exemplify a highly conventionalized aesthetic strategy that I
call ‘cinematic dread.” In terms of narrative content the paradigm case of
dread presents a vulnerable character slowly and quietly entering a dark,
forsaken place harboring a threat. Call this the alone-in-the-dark scenario.
While the character might be informed about the threat or not (and hence
behave either terrified or ignorant), it is highly probable that she will con-
front it anytime soon—even if the outcome is still uncertain. Although we,
as viewers, often have at least some information about the danger, the exact
nature of the threat remains open. Yet for various reasons—ranging from
genre experience to internal narrative cues—we expect that the scene will
end with the bursting effect of shock and/or a potentially overwhelming
moment of horror. In formal terms dread scenes mirror the fact that the
character moves through the dangerous space either with almost paralyz-
ing fear or without any knowledge at all. In both cases there is no need
for formal agitation, and hence (intense) stillness and slowness dominate:
few camera movements, comparatively long shots, little movement within
the mise-en-scéne and an unobtrusive soundtrack. Dread is an intense,
but quiet anticipatory type of cinematic fear in which we both feel for the
endangered character and fearfully expect a threatening outcome that
promises to be shocking and/or horrifying to us. Dread lasts until it gives
way to shock or horror or disappears otherwise, but it does not include
those other effects.’

The characteristics of dread clearly set it apart from horror. First, dread
and horror have different temporal structures. While both types of fear
are felt at the present moment, dread points toward the future, whereas
horror focuses on the now.* In an anticipatory type of fear like dread we
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expect something threatening to happen anytime soon. We feel afraid of a
prospecting, largely unknown and sometimes even amorphous danger. In a
present-oriented type of fear like horror we are afraid literally ‘in the face
of’ the overwhelming sound-evoked moving-images and imaginations. It is
precisely the Hereness and Nowness of the monstrous or violent in-your-
face moving-images and imaginations that constitute the source of horror.
Let me illustrate this difference with an apocryphal mini-story that can
serve as a figurative stand-in for frightening scenes in general: “The last
man on earth sat reading in his library. Something knocked at the door.”
In this allegorical story the closed door represents the state of dread: the
viewer expects that something will happen and consequently anticipates
the revelation of a threat that could turn out to be utterly shocking or
horrific. The open door, on the other hand, represents the state of horror:
dread disappears when the viewer is confronted with the presentation or
imagination of the horrific.

Second, dread and horror can also be set apart in terms of intentionality.
As indicated in the introduction, our common understanding of intention-
ality can be advanced, if we take into account a suggestion by Hermann
Schmitz. Schmitz illustrates what he has in mind with the following exam-
ple: When we go to the dentist, our fear is directed toward the dentist and
his drill. But is this really what we are afraid of? Actually, Schmitz says,
we are afraid of the pain that expects us. However, the dentist and the
drill as the immediate objects of fear push the anticipation of pain into the
background. Hence the intentionality of fear is split.® The first part—the
dentist and his drill—Schmitz terms ‘concentration section’ (Verdichtungs-
bereich): It is here that fear condenses, as it were; it is the center of atten-
tion. The second part—the anticipation of pain—he dubs ‘anchoring point’
(Verankerungspunkt): It is this part of the intentional object where the
emotion is causally anchored. The anchoring point remains mostly present
as a background assumption and rarely becomes foregrounded. While this
aspect might sound as if it was negligible, quite the opposite is the case: the
anchoring point dominates the character of the respective type of fear and
feeds it.

Now, someone might object that when we face an aggressive dog, the
intentional object is similarly split and there is no difference to the dentist
scenario: We are actually not afraid of the dog, but the pain that it might
inflict upon us. This objection sounds wrong to me. While the dentist and
the drill do not intentionally threaten us (and are therefore somehow dis-
tanced from the cause of fear, namely potential pain), the dog does actively
threaten us (and is therefore closely intertwined with our potential physical
pain). Hence in the former case it makes sense to separate concentration
section and anchoring point, whereas in the latter case it doesn’t.

Schmitz’ distinction has important ramifications for our current discus-
sion. In some types of cinematic fear (like dread) the intentional object—
the object or event that we are afraid of—is less coherent and more complex
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than in others (such as horror). In cases like horror (and shock, as we have
seen) the intentional object is not split but given all at once. The violent
and monstrous moving-images are comparable to the aggressive dog: they
actively threaten us hic et nunc. Concentration section and anchoring point
match: In horror we are intentionally directed toward horrific moving-
images or imaginations of violence and the monster. In cases like dread
(and terror, as we shall see) the intentional object is split—or, rather, two
different aspects simultaneously acquire different roles as part of the inten-
tional object. On the one hand, the viewer fears for the character: He is
afraid that in The Silence of the Lambs serial killer Jame Gumb will harm
FBI agent Clarice Starling or that in Psycho private detective Arbogast
(Martin Balsam) will become the next victim of the knife-wielding old lady.
This is the viewer’s focal center of attention (the concentration section). On
the other hand, the spectator fearfully anticipates the confrontation with
two potentially overwhelming emotional states that usually follow in the
wake of dread scenes—shock and horror—and therefore fears for him- or
herself. For various reasons I will explore, the viewer strongly expects the
old lady to appear suddenly out of nowhere (shock) and brutally stab the
private eye (horror). This is the viewer’s background assumption that domi-
nates the character of dread and feeds it (the anchoring point).

Schmitz argues that in cases with split intentional object, the concentra-
tion section tends to push the anchoring point into the background. This
insight is extremely valuable, because it helps to explain why film scholarly
attention has focused primarily on character engagement when it comes
to emotions—and why fear for oneself was often overlooked. Carl Plant-
inga, for instance, argues that during the dread scene in The Silence of the
Lambs the viewer does not fear that Buffalo Bill will kill the spectator but
that he will kill Clarice Starling. This is correct. But then he goes on, “Thus
my fear is for her rather than for myself.”” This seems insufficient to me.
The viewer is not only afraid for Clarice, but also fears for him- or herself.
After all, it is the viewer who has to face cinematic shock and horror. Thus
my account diminishes the importance of other-focused responses hitherto
often deemed fully responsible for fearful emotions at the movies.® This
move yields two advantages. First, the analysis becomes less monolithic
since we do not fully depend on the explanatory value of sympathy and
empathy. Second, heading in this direction might answer the intriguing
question why we are afraid even when unpleasant characters are involved.

Fear for the character and fear of my own confrontation with shock and
horror are the two thoroughly intertwined parts of the split intentional
object in dread. Now, if in dread I fearfully anticipate horror, the inten-
sification strategies for horror must also help to intensify dread. In other
words, if horror can be intensified by strong character allegiance, along
with exceptional immorality and brutality (as argued in Chapter 3), the
same must be true for dread. Since the viewer’s fear is dominated and fed
by the anchoring point, changing it must have important reverberations
for the concentration section. Hence if the film manages to intensify our
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fear of the potential moments of horror and shock arising at the end of the
scene (the anchoring point of dread), we are also more afraid for the threat-
ened characters (the concentration section of dread). A likeable character I
strongly care for (like Clarice) raises the stakes in terms of dread, because
I fear the horror that I had to confront if she were killed in an unusually
immoral and brutal way. A less sympathetic character (like private detec-
tive Arbogast) still evokes dread, but the horror of his death is not some-
thing I fear as much as Clarice’s harm.

As the two examples make clear, the amount of information the charac-
ters possess about their danger can diverge. While Clarice knows that she
is endangered, Arbogast is ignorant of the threat awaiting him. In Clarice’s
case we can empathize and share her dread (fear with her), whereas in
Arbogast’s case we can only sympathize (fear for him). Thus the Psycho
example shows that empathic fear-with-the-character is not a necessary
condition for dread. It is merely effective icing on the cake. The essential
prerequisite is that we strongly expect that something will happen—and
therefore fear for the character and ourselves.

But what is it actually that we think we know? Genre experience, nar-
rative cues, atmospheric elements etc. tell us that the character is strongly
endangered and that the scene will—most likely—end with horror, shock
or both. However, and this will prove to be an important difference to
terror, the degree of our information (not the character’s!) is only moder-
ately high. Although we know that Jame Gumb is hidden somewhere in
his cellar, we do not know when and how exactly—and if at all—he will
harm Clarice. Will he jump around the corner in two seconds or two min-
utes? Will he attack with his gun, a sledgehammer or something far more
vicious? In other examples of dread we know even less about the precise
source of danger. But if the exact threat is largely uncertain and sometimes
even amorphous, we cannot be sure about the kinds of shock and horror
that await us either. The horizon of expectation widens. In those cases
in which the film leads us to expect an enormous but at the same time
not very specific threat looming somewhere and closing in gradually, the
scene is prepared for the perfect conditions of dread, according to Edmund
Burke: “To make any thing very terrible, obscurity seems in general to be
necessary. When we know the full extent of any danger, | . .. ] a great deal
of the apprehension vanishes.”

Burke’s quote underscores the idea that an obscure and amorphous
threat cannot be controlled by reason, whereas something visible becomes
manageable. In a state of dread we never know if the danger might not
potentially exceed our psychic means of self-protection—precisely because
we cannot perceive it and thus mentally categorize it yet. Thus our epistemic
deficit in dread scenes creates an expectation of the worst: the unknown,
potentially enormous horror that might await us at the end of the scene is
particularly terrifying because the threat is only hinted at but not clearly
spelled out. The as-yet unimaginable horror might overwhelm our ratio-
nal selves. (Note that this fear of the unseen does not evoke a form of
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visualizing imagination, as in the case of suggested horror. I will elaborate
on the non-visualizing anticipation of dread.) Conversely, the longer we
perceive the horrifying moving-images, the easier we can categorize them
and the less threatening they become. This is why splatter films often tend
toward parody or the grotesque.

During intense moments of dread the viewer is deeply immersed in the
filmic world and the phenomenological distance is—once again—reduced.
However, unlike in shock the viewer is not ‘approached’ by the film, but
seems to ‘advance’ towards the filmic world. Dread presumably enables the
strongest form of immersion in all cinema. First, because of spatial immer-
sion: even though visual access is often strongly restricted, there is almost
always movement into or through space, as when a character walks into a
house or through a cellar. The filmic space thus develops a kind of under-
tow, ‘sucking’ the viewer in. Moreover, since these scenes often take place in
the dark, the diegetic darkness spills over into the auditorium, making the
boundary between filmic world and reality more permissible. As Richard
Dyer notes about Seven, a particularly dark movie: “Seen in ideal condi-
tions (a silver print [which provides rich blacks and desaturated colors J.H.]
in a properly darkened auditorium), it should be impossible to discern the
contours of the screen, the film’s darkness reaching out to embrace us.” Sec-
ond, due to temporal immersion: dread scenes are much more extended than
scenes of shock or horror. Since the viewer cautiously scans the temporal
horizon for potential ruptures, the scene becomes highly teleological, thus
thickening inner-time experience. Third, as a result of emotional immersion:
since we expect something frightening coming up, we are glued to the screen
and captivated emotionally in anticipatory fear. Consequently, movies that
rely predominantly on dread will, as a whole, be more immersive than those
that first and foremost make use of aesthetic strategies like horror or shock.

Anticipatory types of fear are currently included in the larger category
of suspense, a category that can but does not need to involve fear. Deborah
Knight and George McKnight, for instance, define: “Suspense relies upon
the audience’s strong sense of uncertainty about how events will play out.
This focused uncertainty allows the audience to imagine different possible
outcomes that could impact positively or negatively on the characters. And
the audience has to care which outcome obtains. The requirement of keen
audience interest is why suspense is often associated with notions such as
hope and fear.”'® On the face of it, there seems to be no major difference
between their conception of suspense and my understanding of dread. Since
I am particularly interested in the viewer’s affective experience, however, a
distinction between dread and the larger category of suspense precisely on
these grounds seems not only defensible but mandatory. Downplaying the
narrative side in favor of formal as well as experiential aspects will allow
me to introduce this separate category.

Richard Allen mentions that suspense involves “the generation of a
state of anxious uncertainty about what happens next.”'! T will show that



Anxious Anticipations 161

“anxious uncertainty about what happens next” is only a necessary but not
a sufficient condition for both dread and terror—two frightening versions
of suspense—since both are experienced very differently. Dread’s paradigm
case is the alone-in-the-dark scenario—terror is best exemplified by chase-
and-escape scenes. In dread the exact nature of the threat to the characters
is still uncertain for me—in terror I know the nature of the threat, because
I can perceive its approach. In dread I cannot judge the temporal advent of
horror and shock (even if I expect it anytime soon)—in terror I can perceive
how the threat closes in gradually and therefore approximate the time of
horror’s arrival. Dread is almost unmoving, quiet and slow—suspense is
hectic, loud and fast. Dread creates an intense fearful stillness in which we
hardly dear to breathe—terror evokes anxious agitation and inner accelera-
tion. In dread we fear shock and a rather undetermined form of horror—in
terror we are afraid of a fairly determined form of horror (but no shock!).
In dread we are bound to our seats—in terror we sit on the edge of our seat.
Describing these formal as well as experiential differences will be at the
heart of this and the following chapter.

EXPECTING THE WORST:
IN ANTICIPATION OF SHOCK AND HORROR

Expectation belongs to the crucial elements of cinematic dread. However,
expectation does not mean certainty. We strongly expect something but
never know what will happen precisely and if it will happen at all. One
could therefore talk about unknowing knowingness. Expectations can be
a cause for frustration when the viewer anticipates the wrong outcome or
expects too much. But they are also the source from which variation and
parody can spring. More than many other genres, horror movies and thrill-
ers presuppose and play self-consciously with audience expectations. As we
have seen, some of the most effective shock scenes occur when we anticipate
something, but are fooled in the wrong direction temporally or spatially.
The postmodern slasher films of the 1990s have pushed this envelope to
an extreme. In a movie such as Scream tension not only derives from genre
clichés—as when Casey Becker (Drew Barrymore) withdraws backwards
out of the room, her back unprotected, and the knowledgeable audience
expects the killer to attack her from behind. But the characters also com-
ment on those clichés, as when Randy Meeks watches the movie Halloween
on television and warns the Jamie-Lee-Curtis character on the TV screen:
“Jamie, look behind you! Look behind you. Turn around. Behind you!”
This scene is, of course, doubly ironic, since Randy—played by the actor
Jamie (!) Kennedy—is about to be attacked by a killer himself.

But how come we expect something specific to happen in a movie that
we haven’t seen? Why is it obvious to us that a scene in which a woman
rummages alone through a dilapidated house or a dark tunnel will—most
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likely—lead to shock or horror? As mentioned, we never approach a film
completely uninformed but always with a certain horizon of expectations,
shaped by the title (Tales of Terror, 1962), various forms of discourse
(reviews, commercials, word-of-mouth etc.) and genre experience. Drawing
on our emotional and sensation memories, we know from previous encoun-
ters with these genres that something frightening will occur and that the
specific aesthetic strategy of dread will probably be part of this experience.
But even if we came to the film wholly uninformed and with no genre
experience, it is likely that we would anxiously anticipate the outcome of a
dread scene. The film lies out explicit and implicit cognitive cues and also
creates an atmosphere that is phenomenologically favorable to dread.

EXPLICIT CUES: NARRATIVE FOREWARNING
AND VERBAL FORESHADOWING

Narrative Forewarning

Before a dread scene begins we are often informed directly through the
development of the plot that something shocking or horrific will take place.
The film has scattered advance references to events that will occur later in
the story. These pre-information is called cataphora, which in most cases
comes in form of a potential danger to the characters: the ‘not yet’ of a
catastrophe or injury.!? In Alien 3 we know from previous scenes that the
alien is roaming the prison on planet Fiorina 161 where Lieutenant Ripley
(Sigourney Weaver) has landed, because a dog has been attacked by the
alien. When a character discovers the dog in a dark hole inside the prison
wall, it is a sure sign that something is imminently going to happen. This
is all the more obvious, since the filmmakers have used a second form of
narrative forewarning a little earlier in the film when the same character
came across a slimy mass: the inclusion of a mysterious object or inexpli-
cable, ominous occurrence. Last but not least, the scene plays with the
anticipatory element of repetition, since it mirrors the killing of the dog.
Similar, albeit slightly varying, events assume special significance, since
repetitions brings to mind something that happened earlier. They provide
extra information for interpreting events.!” The narrative structures of
serial killer movies (Copycat), slasher films (Friday, the 13") and monster
movies (Alien) in particular depend on the repetitive seriality of killing: the
(in-)famous body count.

Verbal Foreshadowing

Before the dread scene begins, expectation has usually been raised by
an explicit cueing strategy that I call verbal foreshadowing. Verbal fore-
shadowing can be distinguished according to two criteria. First, there are
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various grades of communicative specificity: the foreshadowing can range
from rather vague to quite precise. Second, it can be differentiated accord-
ing to its temporal proximity to the scene: the foreshadowing might occur
early on in the film and distant from the dread scene; or it can be placed
immediately prior to it. Often, the farer away the less specific and the closer
to the scene the more precise it is.

Removed and unspecific verbal foreshadowing includes simple assertions
like Detective Somerset’s “This is beginning,” announcing the serial char-
acter of the first murder in Seven. Or his “This isn’t gonna have a happy
ending.” A more precise statement would be Somerset’s comment on the
first two murders: “There are seven deadly sins, Captain. Gluttony, greed,
sloth, wrath, pride, lust and envy. Seven. . . . You can expect five more of
these.” This form of foreshadowing can be grouped as rules and laws valid
within the filmic world. A similar form of verbal foreshadowing are taboos
and bans: Since disregarding taboos and bans is such a common element
of narratives, the viewer can always anticipate precisely the breaking of the
rules as well as the ensuing consequences.™

While these examples of foreshadowing from near the beginning of
the film are rather unspecific, the closer we get to the point of dread the
more precise the information becomes. On the way to a serial killer suspect
named Victor Detectives Mills and Somerset discuss if they had ever taken
a bullet before—a premonitory warning that this might happen during the
following encounter with Victor. The dialogue is placed strategically in
order to arouse our expectations. Even closer to the scene and more specific
is overt verbal information about the dangers a character is about to be
confronted with. Such explicit information magnifies the threat, raises our
expectations and enhances dread.

IMPLICIT CUES: DELIBERATE DISREGARD
OF VISIBILITY AND TEMPORAL ECONOMY

Even minimally experienced viewers are intuitively familiar with Holly-
wood story-telling principles. In scenes of dread two of the most important
principles—maximum visibility and temporal economy—are conspicuously
inoperative. As a consequence, their absence works as an implicit cue. Even
if less obvious and explicit than the previous examples, implicit cues effort-
lessly and pre-reflectively arouse the viewers’ expectations.

Disregarding the Principle of Maximum
Visibility: An Obstructed View

Hollywood movies characteristically grant us the best view. Through cin-
ematography, editing, sound and mise-en-scéne (figures, lighting, setting
etc.) the spectator is put in a position to oversee and overhear the action
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from a succession of ideal viewpoints.!s In scenes of dread this principle of
maximum visibility is out of order; the spatial omnipresence of narration
is restricted. In fact, the narration deliberately confines itself to a position
that goes as far as minimum visibility. Consequently, it frustrates scopo-
philia and thus titillates the desire to see more. This stands in opposition to
common practices in other Hollywood genres. As Richard Maltby informs
us, “Hollywood space rewards us for looking at it by constantly addressing
and satisfying our expectations in looking. We can take pleasure in looking
simply because, in the benevolent space of a Hollywood movie, we repeat-
edly see what we want to look at.”*® Since withholding spatial information
and frustrating our desire to see is unusal, we know that it must be done
purposefully. Again, we are cued to expect something negative. Scenes of
dread turn the generally safe (or benevolent) space of Hollywood movies
into unsafe space, in which the viewer feels insecure.'” As a consequence,
time becomes accentuated: “Duration is energized by invisibility, by the
inability to see all,” in Mary Ann Doane’s words.!® But how exactly does
the film manage to obstruct the viewer’s visual access?

Cinematography: The camera knows several ways to minimize the viewer’s
access to onscreen space. First of all, it can refrain from revealing the set-
ting as a whole by offering no establishing shot. According to the common
editing pattern the space of a scene is introduced by an orienting shot and
then broken down analytically into smaller units. Classical narration of
space therefore aims at orientation.!” This is what dread scenes try to avoid.
Precisely because the ensuing events are supposed to remain indistinct, the
space entered by the character must stay unclear as well. This strategy is
supported by tight framing. The camera does not grant a sweeping vista,
but remains close to the object. The camera tightly frames, say, Clarice
Starling’s face, withholding what she sees and consequently creating a
longing for her vision. When the camera eventually gives in and grants us
Clarice’s point of view (either as a subjective POV shot or a slightly more
wide-ranging over-the-shoulder shot), the relief is short-lived: the restricted
field of vision immediately turns the situation 180 degrees around—we are
curious about what takes place bebind her. The specifically filmic dialectics
of camera movement and editing are fully at work here: once something is
shown, something else is necessarily hidden.

The tighter the framing the more weight is put on offscreen space. This
becomes particularly obvious through the disconcerting technique of a
camera slowly tracking back and revealing the presence of an unexpected
character. This strategy assures that we remain aware of the limitations
of any perspective.?’ More than usual, a disparity exists between what we
actually see and what might potentially be visible. This discrepancy can
also be underlined by the use of anticipatory composition.?! In this case
the camera deliberately leaves onscreen space empty. Since in dread scenes
the unbalanced composition cues us to expect the space left free to be filled
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by the killer or the monster, we are reminded of what we do not see. This
strategy does not so much restrict our visual access than tell us again how
constrained it already is.

Obviously, one important goal of restricting visual access is hiding the
threat. Dennis Giles talks about anticipatory vision that shows little or
nothing of the true object of dread: “The viewer senses a terrible presence
in the articulation of imagery, but the images themselves display only an
absence of the terrible object, or the possibility that it may become vis-
ible.”?2 If the monster or killer is present at all in a dread scene, he or she is
rarely shown in plain sight. We perceive the monstrous threat from behind
or hiding in the shade. We glimpse parts of the body that do not reveal the
killer’s identity (often hands or feet). Or we assume his or her point of view.
A specific case of obstructed vision derives from those threatening point
of view shots that Dennis Giles has dubbed prowling camera.?> In Jennifer
Eight—just as in Halloween, Sleeping With the Enemy and countless other
examples—we find a sudden cut to a somewhat blurred, shaky, handheld-
camera view gazing from outside through a window into a house. Through
conventionalized use we have learned to interpret this voyeuristic camera
position as a point of view shot. Since the point/object shot (the view of
what the character sees, in Edward Branigan’s terminology) is no# preceded
or followed by a point/glance shot (the shot of the character’s face), full
vision is, again, obstructed and the principle of maximum visibility vio-
lated.?* The prowling camera following the policeman (Andy Garcia) and
his blind witness (Uma Thurman) signals the observing presence of some-
one the characters are not aware of and we, the viewers, cannot identify.
The withheld identity of the subject whose vision is represented contains a
creepy element: we are forced to see with the ‘eyes’ of a strange subject that
cannot be categorized.

This shift from a disembodied, narrative camera to a character’s point of
view is immediately felt and conventionally ascribed to a menace. Hence the
scene prepares us that something dangerous might happen anytime soon—
to the character and to us. But even if the prowling camera scene remains
a fake threat that logically cannot be ascribed to the killer, the dreadful
incident is unsafely stored in the viewer’s narrative memory: the principle
of linear causality suggests that this scene must have a consequence. As
Maltby laconically puts it, “In Hollywood, bombs are not planted in order
to be forgotten.”?

Editing: One of the most forceful pointers beyond the frame is the char-
acter’s look. Threatened characters often stare nervously into offscreen
space, thus drawing attention to the space we cannot but urgently want to
see because we expect something important to take place there. In regular
scenes this does not pose a problem: when a character looks offscreen,
the following shot reveals what the character perceives (eyeline matching).
Dread scenes often refrain from matching the eyeline—or at least protract
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it deliberately. In the chapter on direct horror, T have discussed the tendency
of horror movies to turn around the logical cause-and-effect sequence of
storytelling. Showing the reaction shot first and revealing the cause only
after a terrifying span of time is exactly a case of delayed eyeline match-
ing. But the problem also works the other way around: often we glimpse
something important the character cannot realize, for instance someone
approaching from behind. In this case the discrepancy between what we
perceive and what the character observes does not create a longing for the
character’s additional knowledge, but makes us want to share our surplus
of information with the character. The scene from Scream, in which Randy
warns the Jamie-Lee-Curtis character, is a case in point.

Sound: Another strategy to underscore the significance of offscreen space
and our restricted access to it is the use of sound. A character can ver-
bally refer to something offscreen. Or sound can enter from offscreen via
music, noise and speech. In fact, since in dread scenes very little can be
seen within the frame, sound sources are in all likelihood located outside
of it. If an active sound like approaching footsteps, a creaking door, or
a monstrous scream comes from offscreen space, it automatically draws
attention to itself—particularly in relatively quiet scenes of dread that cue
us to anticipate a threat.?® Michel Chion argues that we generally do not
ask: Where is the sound? A sound ‘is’ in the air or, better, pathically felt
as a perception. We rather tend to ask: Where does the sound come from?
“The problem of localizing a sound therefore most often translates as the
problem of locating its source,” he writes.?” Locating the source of sound
sets our expectation into motion. We want the offscreen sound to be placed
squarely within the image, so that sound and image match. If the source of
sound is not revealed, a similar effect as in the case of the denied eyeline
match entails. Since a character is present in most cases, one could talk
about a denied earline-match.

Interestingly, expectations can also be cued by the opposite of sound,
namely silence. Since silence in the sound film is something unusual, it stands
out as a void that we expect to be filled—in scenes of dread usually by a
shocking, rupturing sound. Ironically, films often use sound as a synonym of
silence. Think of distant birdcalls, chirping crickets, ticking clocks or drip-
ping faucets, but also reverberations added to isolated sounds (for instance,
footsteps in a street). Another popular means to indicate silence as well as a
character’s nervousness is the use of a thumping heart in a subjective point of
audition. These synonyms of silence can have the same effect as silence itself:
they raise our expectation that the silence might soon be shattered. Last but
not least, filmmakers can cue us to expect something negative by suspen-
sion: It occurs when a sound first heard is either insidiously or suddenly sup-
pressed. The spectator might not consciously realize it, but pre-reflectively
feels the emptiness and starts to behold the image more actively and inter-
rogatively. Think of those instances when crickets suddenly stop chirping.?®
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Mise-en-scene: The mise-en-scéne restricts vision and enhances offscreen
space in predominantly two ways: through lighting and the choice of setting.
The majority of dread scenes takes place either in dark, gloomy interiors
or outside at night. Shadows prevail and nothing more than the characters’
flashlights illuminate the scenery. Dread scenes thus prefer lighting that
holds back what’s lying in wait. In regard to setting, one finds a strong
preference for labyrinth-like places with winding corridors or a dizzying
arrangement of rooms as in old castles, tunnel systems or cellars. In The
Astronaut’s Wife (1999), for instance, the main character Jillian Arma-
cost (Charlize Theron) has to look for a safe deposit box in a labyrinthine
space with no windows and narrow corridors that seem to lead nowhere.
Often furniture, pillars, debris or other visual obstacles obstruct the view.
Characters frequently have to cross barriers or need to climb through small
holes. They approach corners or walls that are hard to observe. They have
to open doors, windows or closets, sometimes revealing painstakingly slow
what is hidden. Such transitional places arouse expectations, because they
link to other spaces which hold their own threats and possibilities.?’

Ignoring the Principle of Temporal Economy: A Narrative Surplus

Scenes of dread not only restrict visible space; they also imply a delay of
the next piece of action. Hollywood cinema generally functions according
to a tight temporal economy: it excises the irrelevant and focuses attention
on the important parts. Avoiding dead time it shows us only what we need
to see.’® Hence one of its fundamental strategies of temporal organization
is ellipsis. Moreover, Hollywood narratives follow a causal linearity: the
rigorous chain of cause and effect implies that what is shown must yield
a consequence. In scenes of dread these principles seem out of play. We
have to follow activities that usually would not be integrated and seem to
have no consequence. If Hitchcock’s famously said that cinema is “life with
the boring bits cut out,” these scenes confront us precisely with what the
characters might judge as the boring bits.’! To be sure, Hollywood movies
often depict mundane activities like eating dinner or walking down the
street. However, these ‘boring’ scenes are filled with ‘interesting’ dialogue.
In dread scenes dialogue is conspicuously absent, simply because the person
we follow is most often alone. Hence in Malice, we track the protagonist
(Bill Pullman) down into the storage room of his old university building,
where he wants to pick up, of all things, a new bulb. In Mimic, the camera
records in great detail how a lone woman leaves her office, unlocks her bike
and drives into a dark alley. In Basic Instinct, a detective enters an empty
office building alone in order to meet an informant: we see him waiting in
the elevator which for no obvious reason stops at every floor.

These scenes are characterized by a surplus of narrative information as
well as a delay of outcome (required by the cause-and-effect chain). The
surplus is put in between the cause and the effect. It stretches the scene,
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implying what in narrative theory is called retardation. Because most of
the film follows the rules of narrative efficiency and causal linearity, dread
scenes stand out and raise suspicion. Often the longer the outcome is with-
held, the more urgently we expect it to come. So when the film tracks a
woman from the front-yard to the door of her house and then inside from
the entry to the coat-hanger (as in Sleeping with the Enemy), we presuppose
the rules of linear causality still in tact and infer that this scene cannot be
inconsequential—otherwise we wouldn’t see it.

Scenes of dread are therefore distinguished by a lack of spatial informa-
tion, a delay of outcome as well as a surplus of narrative information. As
a consequence, one could deem dread scenes as unnecessary for narrative
progress: if story-telling was everything, one could easily replace them. The
content happening i and the information produced by dread scenes might
be passed on by a remembering character, a dialogue or a newspaper head-
line. Why do we accept—and, in fact, expect—these scenes as essential
parts? If it is true that viewers seek a sense of motivation or logical justifi-
cation—why does no one revolt against something so ostensibly purpose-
less in terms of straightforward narrative progress? Bordwell would say:
because of generic motivation.3? We accept dread scenes as part of horror
movies and thrillers, because such scenes conventionally belong to these
genres. But this argument begs the question since it cannot account for
their existence in the first place. I would rather argue that scenes of dread
are the condition sine qua non for a specific kind of emotion.

This takes us to the controversy about the primacy of story-telling or spec-
tacle in Hollywood cinema. Bordwell has variously and forcefully argued
for a narrative approach.? Richard Maltby, on the other hand, rejects the
neo-formalist focus on story-telling. For him, Hollywood movies contain
both straightforward story-telling and non-narrative spectacle as crucial,
pleasurable elements: both elements are held in an essential tension, and
the movie exists as a series of minor victories of one logic over the other.*
Comedies with their gag scenes and set-piece routines or musicals with
their extended song-and-dance numbers can serve as examples of ‘spec-
tacular’ genres. Erotic movies like Nine 2 Weeks (1986) and Wild Orchid
(1990)—or erotic thrillers like Basic Instinct and Sliver, for that matter—
with their extended sex scenes work in similar ways. And the same goes for
horror movies and thrillers. Jeffrey Sconce therefore maintains that horror
fans do not expect compelling narratives but “episodes of spectacle punc-
tuated by brief narrative links.” The narrative in horror movies works as a
form of window-dressing for the core attraction of these films: episodes of
intense excitation.?’ Even if aesthetic strategies like horror or shock might
contain a kernel of narrative, it is hardly disputable that they represent
prime examples of spectacle. But what about dread?

Scenes of dread merge narrative and spectacle into what one could call
narrative spectacle. The narrative does not completely stand still, as in
many spectacular musical numbers, but most of the information conveyed
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is dispensable. Considering dread scenes as narrative spectacle enabling an
emotional experience would explain why we accept—at least most of—their
logical absurdities. Consider the aforementioned scene in Basic Instinct in
which a detective enters an office building alone at night. Why should the
killer bring the elevator to a halt at every floor? Does she want to annoy the
detective before she finishes him off? Does she want to give the detective’s
colleague (Michael Douglas) waiting outside in a car more time to realize
that something is wrong? Or think of an extended dread sequence in Hal-
loween, in which Michael Myers sets out to kill a teenage girl in a garden
cabin. Why should he wait in front of the cabin—in plain view for the
viewer, but not the girl—and then disappear for no reason? And what is the
point of shutting her in—which implies that e cannot get in anymore—if
he simply wants to murder her? Asking these questions seems beside the
point precisely because logical story-telling is no# the predominant purpose
of these scenes. The villain does not act according to logic but rather serves
an audience-directed economy of fear. Contrary to what I have said previ-
ously, then, the viewer does get the best view of the action insofar as the
emotional ends are concerned. The spectator is put in a succession of ideal
viewpoints not in terms of full vision but in regard to optimal emotional
effect. This is why he or she must not see everything.

The narrative spectacle of dread works more cognitively than horror
and shock. Since dread scenes provide an overabundance of narrative infor-
mation, retard the outcome and block visual access, the viewer is cued to
categorize them as dread. Consequently, he or she formulates a specific
hypothesis about their outcome—a cognitive activity which sets up and
weighs the probabilities of forthcoming narrative events.*®* While the view-
er’s drive to anticipate narrative information is generally strong and ongo-
ing, in scenes of dread this urge is even higher. What is more, since dread
scenes put time between the formulation of the outcome-hypothesis and
the fulfillment of expectations, the delay can have a peculiar effect: the
withholding of knowledge can arouse keener interest.?” Up to a certain tip-
ping point the delayed outcome creates more and more interest. It attaches
attention to the movie and draws us towards the filmic world because we
eagerly wait for an answer.

This cognitive #nterest cannot account for our enormous emotional
involvement, however. Here it becomes important that we know—or, at
least, strongly expect—a negative ending. Against the backdrop of our hori-
zon of expectations, the presentation of ‘boring’ activities makes us antici-
pate something horrific or shocking. Tronically, for us these sequences are
quite the opposite of boring. Since our lived-bodies are affected directly, the
anticipation of shock or horror rivets us even tighter to the screen. Obviously,
cognitive interest and emotional involvement cannot be separated. We are
strongly interested in the outcome of the scene, because this outcome might
possibly be overwhelming. At the same time, we are afraid of the overwhelm-
ing outcome since we have formulated a hypothesis about what follows.
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The fact thatindirect cognitive inference and direct lived-body experience
are entangled becomes particularly evident in music. Horror music works
both through conscious and semi-conscious conventions as well as a direct
access to the viewer’s body bypassing learned structures.®® While horror
music can certainly signify an object or an idea, it also works beyond sig-
nification with a materiality immediately felt rather than inferred. It often
attempts a direct engagement with the lived-body through the use of the
very high—think of the stabbing strings in the shower murder in Psycho—
or the very low like deep stingers or drones.? The leitmotif of Spielberg’s
Jaws not only signifies the shark, but the materiality of the deeply pitched
strings is also a threatening presence itself.*® The following section explores
this experiential level more deeply by examining an important if neglected
aspect of the movies: filmic atmospheres. The threatening aspect of dread
scenes is also felt directly because the film draws on atmospheric elements
that correspond to and support experiences that towards the end of this
chapter will be identified as typical of the phenomenology of fear: constric-
tion and isolation.

CONSTRICTING AND ISOLATING ATMOSPHERES:
SETTING, WEATHER AND DAYTIME

“What is primary in creating true horror is the mood,” horror author Wil-
liam F. Nolan says.*' Often starting with the music and the typography of
the opening credits, the cinema of fear establishes a specific atmosphere.
Frequently described in popular criticism, the experience of atmospheres is
rarely a topic in academic debates.** This is unfortunate since atmospheric
elements play a crucial role in supporting and facilitating our emotions at
the movies.®

Even if the ontological status of atmospheres seems elusive, their phe-
nomenological existence can hardly be denied. In contrast to the natural
sciences, the descriptive method of phenomenology does not need to mea-
sure and quantify atmospheres in order to accept them as real. The only cri-
terion is whether they are irrefutably experienced. We experience a specific
atmosphere when we leave a busy market place on a hot summer day and
sneak into the solemn, cool interior of a church. Waking up in the morn-
ing, we are immediately enveloped by the bright atmosphere of a sunny
spring day flooding through the window. Upon entering a library full of
deeply concentrated people, we might be infected by the determined atmo-
sphere prevailing. In ordinary language we acknowledge these phenomena
by talking about elating, depressing, comfy, inviting, erotic, or dreadful
atmospheres. These atmospheres are gushed out spatially, but cannot be
pinpointed locally. They cloak and thus pre-reflectively affect and modify
in very specific ways those who enter them.
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In the realm of art specific atmospheres can be created. Maybe more
than any other artform the movies are well equipped to evoke them. This
is what location scouts, set designers, cinematographers, score composers
etc. are hired for. Yet aesthetics has neglected not only the experiential but
also the production side. As a consequence, practitioners know much more
about producing atmospheres than academics. Filmmakers proof with
stubborn success that evoking atmospheres is no esoteric hocus-pocus, but
relies on the persistent use of specific settings, seasons, daytimes, types of
weather, music etc.

Atmospheres are less intentional than emotions proper. They are ‘in
the air’ and often function as the basso continuo for more straightforward
emotions—in our case, goal-directed dread. While dread is temporally
directed towards the outcome of the scene, atmospheres exist as diffuse
emotive colorations of the lived-body without concrete object. The atmo-
spheric elements singled out in the following suggest a viewing experience
of constriction and isolation. As such, they are not a necessary condition
for dread, but fear can thrive against their backdrop since the experiences
they enable are concomitant to those of dread. Hence atmospheres of con-
striction and isolation do not create but facilitate and enhance dread and
are therefore almost always part of it.

We have to bear in mind, however, that separating atmospheric compo-
nents from the whole, contains the risk of distorting matters. Even if these
analytical cuts are a necessary precondition for our discussion, the various
experiential aspects of setting, weather, daytime, music etc. are always part
of the whole—looking at them independently, alters the effect of the whole.
A woman walking into a cellar at nighttime, a dark corridor, or a cut-off
cabin in an autumnal forest may cause many things, but they do not neces-
sarily result in dread. In a different context these atmospheric components
can enable quite different experiences. It is the integrative fusion of a num-
ber of constricting and isolating atmospheric elements as the vague basso
continuo and goal-oriented narrative elements into a single whole that con-
stitutes the experience of dread. However, if we do not separate these ele-
ments, we will not be able to analyze how filmmakers create atmospheres
of constriction and isolation. Even if the sum is always different from its
parts and the assumption of a simple additive principle would be mislead-
ing, atmospheres are nonetheless constituted through specific components.

In the section on the multiplex cinema (Chapter 2) I have demonstrated
how the architectural space influences the viewer’s experience. What I have
not looked at is the diegesis, the filmic space that opens up on the screen.
How the atmospheric choice of setting, daytime, weather and season affects
our experience might not be evident at first glance. Since phenomenology
often works through description by negation, let us imagine an unlikely
scenario. Think of a bright, sunshiny summer day in a tranquil, pictur-
esque landscape. We hear birds singing and see white horses peacefully
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grazing in the distance. A group of virile young men sing and drink; they
laugh happily; some of them play soccer. Why do horror films and thrillers
rarely evoke such scenery?** The settings explored in the following evoke
an atmosphere whose concomitant lived-body experience corresponds to,
supports and intensifies the constrictive and isolated lived-body experience
typical of fear. As a consequence, we often feel immediately that something
is not right. Just as the cinematic space of the multiplex, then, the filmic
space has important ramifications for the viewer’s experience.

In The Poetics of Space Gaston Bachelard argues that we cannot reduce
our experiences of space to its ‘objective,” analyzable, geometric features:
“A house that has been experienced is not an inert box. Inhabited space
transcends geometrical space.”™ The same goes for the literary, painterly,
cinematic spatial worlds. The act of viewing makes the diegetic space ‘acces-
sible’ to us. We can ‘dwell’ in it. And just like the space that we inhabit
objectively, the space opened up by the film can have strong reverberations:
there is a correlation between the experience of the filmic space and our
lived-body space (Leibraum). Corresponding to the setting onscreen, our
inner space might expand into vastness, but it can also shrink until we feel
tight and constricted. The endless prairie in Dances with Wolves (1990)
might be an example of what Bachelard describes as “such joy in looking
that [ . .. ] we experience an extension of our inner space.”® Quite the
opposite takes place in most houses, the topos of the horror genre.

The Constricted and Cut-Off Place

The fact that dread scenes take place predominantly inside—be it a house,
an apartment or a cellar—indicates the tendency to confine filmic space
and thus create a corresponding lived-body experience. The production
designer of Seven, Arthur Max, describes: “The claustrophobia of the film
is reflected by the physical elements of the rooms to a large degree: the
heights of the ceilings in the interiors are meant to squeeze you physi-
cally and emotionally. The ceiling’s bearing down on you, I think, is very
disturbing—particularly when you are in an environment where you are
always expecting to find something horrible lurking around the corner. If
you entered a room with ample amounts of space, I don’t think you would
have felt the same degree of menace lurking in those rooms.”” Often this
tendency is reinforced once the scene approaches its climax. The character
walks a narrow staircase, creeps through a tight corridor, crawls through
a shaft. Sometimes she climbs under a bed, hides in a closet, or locks
herself up in a small bathroom. The same walls and doors that initially
promise to keep the killer out suddenly reverse their function once the
killer is inside: the walls now hold the victim in.*® The threat in-creases
while the freedom of movement de-creases. These places signal that the
character—and we, the viewers, with her—move deeper and deeper inside
and are even more enclosed and constricted. This constricting experience
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can be enhanced through stuffy air, leaving the characters increasingly less
oxygen to breathe.

In many cases the constriction is accompanied by an element of isola-
tion. Early on the film makes clear that the scene of action is far from any
help. In The Haunting the ancient manor is hidden behind thick walls and
gates locked by heavy chains. It is explicitly stated that the next town is
nine miles away. And the caretaker’s wife warns: “There won’t be anyone
around if you need help.” Numerous movies such as Virus or Deep Ris-
ing use the restricted space of a ship on the ocean cut off from help due
to distance, bad weather or broken radio contact. The feeling of isolation
goes first of all for the character who is almost always alone. And this is
for good reason: it certainly makes a difference whether the character faces
the threat entirely alone or surrounded by twenty supportive characters. So
we are often prepared for a scene of dread, when a character stays behind
alone. But the isolation not only goes for the characters, but is also true for
the viewer immersed in the isolated filmic world.

The Labyrinth

A related, frightening topos common to horror films and thrillers is the
labyrinth—either figuratively as in the bewildering arrangement of rooms
in a huge museum (The Relic, 1997), the long corridors of an old manor
(The Haunting) or a space ship (Alien: Resurrection), the dark, constricted
tunnel system of the New York subway (Mimic) or the Vienna sewers (The
Third Man, 1949), the endless corridors of the Pentagon (No Way Out,
1987), the disorienting arrangement of cabins and storage rooms on a ship
(I Know What You Did Last Summer), the narrowness of a boiler room full
of pipes and tubes (A Nightmare On Elm Street, 1984) or in form of a lit-
eral labyrinth (The Shining).* The labyrinth is disorienting and disturbing,
because of its spatial complexity. Again, the labyrinth supports a feeling of
no way out, of being cut off from the world, of isolation. Jan De Bont, the
director of The Haunting, wanted the characters not only to be physically
lost in the old manor of the film, but also to feel emotionally lost. He says:
“It had to be oppressive in its scale,” adding “to the feeling of suffocation
and fear.” Often, the dense, constricting, labyrinth-like atmosphere is not
only evoked visually, but also through dialogue passages. “We’re like rats—
rats in a maze,” one of the characters complains in The Haunting. And in
The Shining Wendy (Shelley Duvall), alluding to the Brothers Grimm fairy
tale Hansel and Gretel, says: “This whole place is such an enormous maze.
I feel like I’ll have to leave a trail of breadcrumbs every time I come in.”

The Descent

Reflecting on the verticality of the house, Gaston Bachelard contrasts the
“rationality of the roof” with the “irrationality of the cellar,” height with
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depth, lightness with darkness. For Bachelard, the cellar constitutes noth-
ing less than “the dark entity of the house.”! While the stairways to the
attic always go upwards, we descend into the depths of the cellar on stairs
leading down. This feeling is very much with us in countless scenes that
show a character’s descent into a cellar or a cave under ground. Good cases
in point are Clarice descending into the depths of Jame Gumb’s cellar and
down to Hannibal Lecter’s dungeon-like cell. What is more, when we enter
a cellar vicariously as in a film, we feel, in Bachelard’s words, “that the
walls of the cellar are buried walls, that they are walls with a single casing,
walls that have the entire earth behind them.”?? Walls, we might add, that
admit no sound to the outside world. When Clarice climbs down the steps
to Lecter’s cell, she passes five barred metal doors that are shut behind her:
as a consequence, this buried cellar removed form the world outside man-
ages to further enhance our feelings of constriction and isolation. Arguably
the most extensive use of the descent was made in Wes Craven’s A Night-
mare On Elm Street, in which the protagonist Nancy Thompson (Heather
Langenkamp) walks and climbs down six (!) staircases and ladders—from
her room on the first floor via the ground floor and three different cellars-
under-the-cellar to the boiler room underneath it all.*

To be sure, the constricting experience of filmic space derives not only from
settings like the cut-off house, the labyrinth or the cellar, but also from the
viewer’s visual and aural access to them. Hence the elements described before
in terms of obstructed view have a function beyond a purely cognitive signal
by supporting a specific experience. The small shot scales are particularly
important here. One of the prime means of constriction is the close-up (which
Dennis Giles appositely dubs the “choker” shot).’* Apart from tight framing
tight composition is another important, so far unmentioned factor: films like
What Lies Beneath, The Dark Half or Dark Water recurrently use the frame-
within-the-frame shot that compositionally encloses the characters.

Figure 6.2 A constricting experience: Frame-within-the-frame shot from Dark
Water.
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Summarizing, one could say that the constricted filmic space the viewer
immerses him- or herself in is defined visually by what setting is shown how.
This is not the whole story though. Obviously diegetic and non-diegetic
noise and music play an important role as well. Sound is never simply addi-
tional to a scene. The oppressive atmosphere of the film Seven is not only
due to its visual strategy, but also to the steady noise of cars, sirens, honks,
subway trains, thunder . . . Interestingly, a depressing atmosphere can also
derive from negative sound—the deliberate absence of noise and music.
”Even when you’re on the exterior, you never hear a dog or even birds,“
sound specialist Scott Millan explains the strategy used for Dark Water.>
And the filmmakers of The Blair Witch Project mention how they “deaden
the woods more and more” by reducing the sounds of crickets and birds as
each day goes on.*®

What is true for diegetic sound also goes for non-diegetic music: it
defines experience of space to a considerable degree. Perception of music
places the viewer in a phenomenological (not geometrical) space. In music,
spatially oriented terms like high, low, rounded, pointed, bright or dark
have more than metaphorical meaning: they describe an experience. In the
chapter on shock I have shown how the sudden blast of loud music—the
‘stinger’—is experienced as a pointed stab. Similarly, the musical space of
frightening films is often experienced as confining. Think of the aggressive,
pressing rock music at the beginning of Seven. In dread scenes that rely on
music we sometimes encounter the “tension ostinato, a loop of music that
provides tension through cumulative effect” or its first cousin “the drone,
where tension is built through anticipation,” as K.J. Donnelly notes.*” The
cumulative effects of these musical strategies do not open up vast sound-
scapes, but can both be described as confining.

Endless Space

Even though filmic space in thrillers and horror films relies predominantly
on constricted space, there are frightening films that take place in end-
less space. Prime examples are the desert horror of The Hills Have Eyes
(1977) and its 2006 remake as well as the ocean movies Jaws and Open
Water (2004). In films like The Blair Witch Project and The Last Broad-
cast (1998) a third exterior setting dominates the scene, namely the woods.
The use of the woods as a dreadful place dates back at least to the German
fairy tales of the Brothers Grimm. In the modern horror film it found its
classic expression in Evil Dead, and more recently Eli Roth’s Cabin Fever
(2004) took advantage of the forest atmosphere. And even the commonly
more urban thriller likes to go back to the woods—think of The Vanishing
or Kiss the Girls.

Bachelard points out that the woods evoke something else besides what is
offered for ready-to-hand objective expression: “What should be expressed
is hidden grandeur, depth. [ . .. ] If one wants to ‘experience the forest,’
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this is an excellent way of saying that one is in the presence of immediate
immensity, of the immediate immensity of its depths.”® In The Blair Witch
Project it is precisely the sheer endless space of the forest that lies beneath
the dreadful atmosphere of the film. This immensity is a specific immensity
and very different from the one we experience in the prairie or under the
blue afternoon sky. Why, then, is the immensity of the forest (as in The Blair
Witch Project) frightening while the immensity of the prairie (as in Dances
with Wolves) is not? In order to answer this question we have to keep in
mind that immensity has little to do with geographical or mathematical
data. While the blue sky is endlessly more endless than any forest could be,
the experience inside the woods might cause deeper reverberations.

As Bachelard informs us about the feelings inside the forest: “We do
not have to be long in the woods to experience the always rather anxious
impression of ‘going deeper and deeper’ into a limitless world. Soon, if
we do not know where we are going, we no longer know where we are.””’
In this respect it is quite fitting that the actual filmmakers of The Blair
Witch Project talk about a road shown in the movie that “descends into
the woods.”®® And one of the fictive filmmakers in the film says: “We’re
so damn deep in the woods.” ‘Descending into’ and ‘being deep inside’ is
where the experience of the forest originates. While the prairie gives you the
feeling of standing o top and the sky creates an impression of being under
their horizontal expansions, you are always inside the forest, enwrapped
by its horizontal and vertical immensity. This is precisely the point of M.
Night Shyamalan’s The Village (2004). The threshold to the forest must not
be crossed by any means: beyond it you are immediately inside the forest,
enwrapped, as it were, by its frightening spell.

Moreover, the woods evoke a feeling of being cut off from the world.
Hence in The Last Broadcast the narrator informs us that the protagonists
ventured “into the loneliest of areas on a lonely cold day” and argues that
“walking further and further into the woods virtually guaranteed a seclu-
sion from civilization that would make the killing easier.” Like the protago-
nists in The Blair Witch Project and The Last Broadcast the viewer can
get lost in the deep immensity of the forest. ‘Lost’ is meant in both senses
of the word here: in the sense of feeling left alone and being isolated from
others and in the sense of being disoriented. Hence just as the labyrinth, the
experience of the forest in The Blair Witch Project creates a feeling of ‘no
way out,” of being deep inside the unknown, of being dis-oriented.*!

This impression is enhanced by the invisibility of the forest’s deep and
dark immensity, which propels our imagination of its expansion. The space
of the forest prolongs endlessly, or so it seems, beyond the veil of tree-
trunks and leaves. In The Blair Witch Project this becomes particularly
vital when the immensity of the forest is paired with the immensity of the
night. In this respect one cannot overestimate the effect of the cheap Hi-8
video camera. Supported by nothing more than a small lamp on top and
handicapped by its reduced depth focus (compared to the 16mm-footage
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also used in the film, but especially in comparison to a regular 35mm-cam-
era), the video camera comes nowhere close to penetrate the depths of the
woods. The only thing we can see is a dimly-lit web of twigs and branches
in the immediate vicinity behind which the endless darkness of the woods
opens up. Precisely because there is little depth focus, the immensity of the
woods becomes even more graspable. Once again, our vision is constricted,
even if the space itself seems to extend endlessly. This constricted vision
enables a depth experience that we do not have in the prairie where vision
can reach expansively out to the horizon.

The Blair Witch Project takes the intertwinement between viewer and
film to an extreme. This goes especially for the recurrent night scenes in
which we see nothing but blackness. Since the dark screen fails to illumi-
nate the auditorium, the darkness of the filmic world enwraps the audience
and thus correlates the worlds of the characters and the viewers. In one
scene the scared characters wake up utterly frightened, because they hear
the agonized voice of their friend Josh coming from somewhere distant in
the woods. In this scene the screen is kept in complete darkness for 46 sec-
onds. Just as the viewers in the middle of the multiplex Dolby Surround sys-
tem, the characters are surrounded by terrifying noises. (Obviously, these
effects are lost to a viewer who watches the film on a computer screen in
bright daylight.)

The forest shares some characteristics with the immense depth of the
ocean. The sea is a similar place of the unknown. Its immensity reaches
much further than we can see, beyond an endless horizon. Most of it
remains secretive and far away from civilization. Being alone out there can
be a particularly isolating experience. I have mentioned the strategy to cut
off ships and isolate the persons aboard through distance, bad weather or
broken radio contact. Yet the sea knows other kinds of threat: the largely
civilized woods in which we ramble are a tame place in comparison to the
sea which can confront us with overwhelming natural forces and animal
threats. Furthermore, in contrast to the forest the ocean has an immensity
that not only reaches to the horizon, but extends deeply into the depth
below us. It contains a dark world beneath its surface. When we swim, the
greatest part of our body is literally immersed in an impenetrable immen-
sity, while the eyes remain above the surface most of the time. In addition
to this visual discrepancy, we are nakedly exposed to and surrounded by
a habitat that is not natural to us. The movies Jaws and Open Water play
quite efficiently with these dangers. The camera often reveals what is hap-
pening above and under water simultaneously, presenting more to us than
the characters can know. Plus: when the danger approaches, the characters
cannot run away but have to swim—an ultimately much slower technique.
Last but not least, scenes taking place under water have their own specific
effect: through somatic empathy one might feel short of air—again causing
a feeling of lived-body constriction. A remarkable case in point is a scene
in Alien: Resurrection in which a group of characters spend almost three
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minutes of film time (and even slightly more of movie time) swimming and
fighting under water.%?

Daytime, Season, Weather

Turning to daytime, season and weather, we immediately note a preference
for the night, fall and fog or rain. The predilection for darkness is obvious.
It is often right there in the title. Think of Wait Until Dark (1967), Dark
Water, Alone in the Dark (2005) or Hell Night (1981), Fright Night (1983),
Nightwatch and Night of the Living Dead (1968). The darkness of the
night literally obscures identity and difference. The security derived from
distinction vanishes. The sense of spatial expansion turns vague, remains
without clearly defined intervals and distances. Darkness cloaks us like
heavy cloth, imposing itself upon us. It affects not only our sense of vision
but the lived body as a whole, oppressing and constricting us.® This is why
Robert Musil talks about the “affective corporeality of the night.”** Hence
darkness functions not only as a cognitive cue that impairs visual access (as
argued previously), but it affects the viewer’s lived-body directly.

And if frightening scenes take place during the day, they rarely admit
the expansive lived-body experience associated with vast landscapes,
bright sunshine and a lively spring morning. The Silence of the Lambs, for
example, starts in an autumnal forest with leaveless trees, a grey, foggy sky
and an absence of lively colors. In movies like Jennifer Eight, The Bone
Collector or Seven there is constant heavy rain falling from a clouded,
grey, oppressive sky. Everything is wet. The characters wear rain-drenched
trench coats and leather jackets—heavy second skins that envelop them and
impede their movements and breathing. Compare this oppressive setting to
a light summer day, where one literally feels light because no heavy boots
and thick jackets interfere. Until the very last sequence Seven is dominated
by the drabness of a depressing late autumn atmosphere: no green grass, no
blossoming tree, no vista, only streets and concrete buildings. Its oppres-
siveness becomes particularly obvious when put in contrast to the expan-
sive experience of the Western and its offspring, the road movie, with their
sweeping vistas and vast, sun-flooded landscapes. These genres epitomize
freedom—not only because of their unconventional characters, but also as
a consequence of the viewer’s expansive lived-body experience resulting
from atmospheric elements.

Another atmospheric element so common in horror films and thrillers
that it verges on the cliché is the thunderstorm that breaks loose at the most
intense point of the film. Cape Fear, Urban Legend and Final Analysis
come to mind. When all hell breaks loose, it changes the atmosphere inside
the house. It is as if a second wall was added, a natural, stormy wall that
makes it impossible to escape. The house besieged by a storm is confronted
by the combined loudness of wind, rain and thunder. Moreover, the house
adds its own uncanny noises: creaking doors, groaning stairways, banging



Anxious Anticipations 179

windows. The house, often haunted before, seems to come fully alive now.
Rather than protecting the people inside, it attacks its inmates. Doors slam
shut, windows won’t open, phone lines are dead, thus further isolating the
occupants. One of the most overused elements is the house that withholds
electricity. How many films have we seen in which a characters tries to
switch on the light in vain? It is as if the house wanted to add its own ele-
ment of darkness, restricted space and isolation.

A VULNERABLE STILLNESS: LAYING THE
GROUND FOR THE SHOCKING FIGURE

Apart from explicit cues like narrative forewarning and verbal foreshad-
owing, implicit cues such as the disregard of the principles of temporal
economy and maximum visibility, and the creation of a constricting and
isolating atmosphere, there is a fourth factor contributing to the strong
expectation in dread scenes: stillness. With stillness I do not simply mean
silence, but the calming down of the film on various levels. First, there
is little movement within the mise-en-scéne. The characters grope, walk,
crawl, and creep up slowly. Often, they remain in one place, shying away
or hiding from the possible confrontation with the killer. Furthermore, the
camera slows down considerably. If it moves at all, slow pans or tilts filmed
from camera supports are preferred. Moreover, the editing pace decreases.
Particularly in comparison to the utter bombardment of cuts in terror
scenes (explored in the next chapter) the shot length in dread scenes is quite
extended. Last but not least, there is the remarkable quietude of the scene.
Very little is happening on the soundtrack, because the characters whisper
or do not talk at all; in fact, they often hardly dare to breathe. If it exists
at all, music and non-diegetic sound effects are backgrounded. Although I
have mentioned the tension ostinato and the drone, in many dread scenes
the music fades out completely—at least, shortly before the climax. Hence
sound is often diegetic, coming from offscreen sources like dripping faucets
or approaching steps. An apposite illustration is the most terrifying scene
in Marathon Man. The Dustin Hoffman character Babe Levy lies in his
bathtub, when kidnappers quietly enter his apartment. Apart from diegetic
sound coming from the water in the bathtub and some groaning and whis-
pering this dread scene is completely silent. When the scene eventually turns
into a hectic terror sequence with Babe Levy trying to flee his followers, we
can sense most clearly the conspicuous discrepancy between the utter still-
ness of dread and the ensuing frenzied chase-and-escape zerror.

The use of stillness has an important ramification. It allows for a stronger
discrepancy between what takes place at the moment and what could occur
any time soon. As we have seen, cinematic shocks work through abrupt
and rapid visual change as well as a sudden and stabbing increase of loud-
ness. Obviously, these swift changes are more effective when put against a
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backdrop of stillness. This is the reason why a gradual increase in loudness
and acceleration (for instance, a character starting to run) is often experi-
enced as relieving: the discrepancy between the quiet present and the poten-
tial burst of shock is reduced. Here it is important to note that the stillness
is not only part of the film, but defines the audience response as well. Dread
scenes are characterized by deep silence inside the auditorium. The viewers
hardly dare to breathe; one could hear a pin drop. In gestalt psychological
terms, the stillness of both the filmic and the cinematic space is the ground
from which the figures of shock and horror radically stand out and thus
make us all the more vulnerable. The viewer senses this—and therefore anx-
iously anticipates the shocking or horrific outcome. This anxious anticipa-
tion of shock and horror is more significant than our cognitive interest in
the outcome of the scene. Hence one could find a potential solution to what
Noél Carroll calls the “paradox of suspense” here: We can watch a dread
scene a second and third time and still be strongly captivated even though
we know the outcome, precisely because reactions like shock and horror
cannot be fully averted by the simple knowledge of their advent.®’

Taking together all these cognitive cues and directly felt warnings, the
viewer is in a highly knowledgeable position, even in cases where a threat
has not been unambiguously announced. As a consequence, an implicit
(sometimes even explicit) wish to warn the characters arises. We want to
tell them not to go into the empty house, not to linger in the dark alley,
not to descend into the basement. Dread scenes often evoke a “Don’t go
there!” response.

ENGAGING CHARACTERS: THE ROLE
OF EMPATHY AND SYMPATHY

A fifth factor looming large in creating fearful expectations is our engage-
ment with characters. The significance of character engagement was alluded
to occasionally, and in the passages on painful somatic empathy (in Chap-
ter 3) T addressed it more explicitly. Even if this study is an attempt to get
away from a purely character-centered theory of response, this is clearly
not to suggest that my account could do without the notions of empathy
and sympathy.

Empathy

Empathizing with a character in a dread scene creates a heightened aware-
ness of an impending threat and thus puts another layer on top of our
anticipatory fear precisely because this character is often afraid to expect
something him- or herself. To put it differently, the viewer fearfully antici-
pates because he or she empathizes with someone who fearfully anticipates.
Think of Clarice Starling descending into the basement of serial killer Jame
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Gumb. Her eyes are wide open, scanning frantically the surroundings or
staring ahead in frightened attention. Her face is distorted, with an anxious
look. She trembles and moves slowly, step by careful step, clutching the gun
she holds in front of her. Her body is tense, while she advances half deter-
mined, half reluctantly. Sometimes her movements become nervous, even
frenzied. Sweat gradually gathers on her face. She breathes unnaturally, at
times exhaling heavily and rapidly, at other times withholding her breath.
When she talks to the kidnapped woman, she almost screams, her strained
voice revealing intense fear. Thanks to Jodie Foster’s brilliant performance
and guided by the degree of alert on her face (particularly eyes, eye brows
and mouth), the frightened body postures and movements, the unnatural
breathing as well as the apprehensive vocal expressions and tones, the viewer
is not only cognitively cued into a state of expectation (thus understanding
the threat), but he or she also emotionally empathizes with the character
(thus feeling the threat). Needless to say, I do not take over Clarice’s emo-
tions and affects identically. Fear of a real killer and fear of a filmic killer
are clearly of a different type. It is enough that the emotions are congruent.
Moreover, empathizing deeply depends on preconditions such as adequate
duration of attention on the character and a sympathetic allegiance with
him or her. In other words, empathy is facilitated by a character like Clarice
that we relate to and like.®

Two forms of empathy come into play: somatic and imaginative. Both
are intermingled in the film experience, supporting and reinforcing each
other. And both can be separated only heuristically, creating a continuum
from a more cognitive to a more autonomous response. First, there is imagi-
native empathy (in Murray Smith’s terminology also known as “emotional
simulation”). The viewer imaginatively takes over the perspective of the
character, as it were imagining it from inside, in order to feel him- or herself
what the character feels at this moment. This form of empathy contains a
cognitive component, because the viewer has to judge how significant the
object or situation is for the character. The gaps, with which the depiction
of the character is necessarily shot through, need to be filled. Hence, like
Clarice, the viewer evaluates the situation as highly dangerous. Like her,
he or she wonders apprehensively where the serial killer might hide in his
labyrinth-like cellar. Like her, he or she reevaluates the danger as even more
frightening when stumbling upon a disfigured corpse in a grimy bathtub.
Like her, he or she asks anxiously what might be behind the various doors.
And like her, he or she speculates why the lights go out all of a sudden and
what this might mean for the immediate future. Not every empathic scene
works identically though: “emotional simulation takes on a larger role as
a mechanism of discovery the more underdetermined the narrative rep-
resentation,” Murray Smith informs us.®” Scenes of dread in mainstream
Hollywood movies challenge the viewer’s ability for imaginative empathy
only moderately, since strong redundancy is produced by another form of
empathy: the somatic one.
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In comparison to its imaginative counterpart, somatic empathy func-
tions on a more basic level. And while imaginative empathy is somewhat
controllable, granting the viewer a certain leeway to terminate the process
of empathizing with an unsympathetic character, pre-cognitive somatic
empathy is hardly avoidable. As indicated in Chapter 3, somatic empathy
comes in three forms: sensation, motor and affective mimicry. In sensation
mimicry I involuntarily and without reflection replicate a similar sensation
as the character onscreen: a slimy parasite entering his ear, a hot needle
being pierced in her eye.

A similar thing is true for motor mimicry. In motor mimicry, we mimic
the muscular actions of someone we are observing—think of someone run-
ning or throwing a baseball. If we follow the action closely and have a strong
interest in its outcome, we might tense up, imitating the muscular control of
the runner or player. Motor mimicry is therefore a weak or partial simula-
tion of someone else’s physical motion.*® I have mentioned the urge to help
a character untangle the cables of a ticking time bomb. Another famous
example comes from Hitchcock’s Strangers on a Train (1951), in which the
murderer Bruno Anthony (Robert Walker) loses a lighter in a storm drain
and desperately tries to recover it by reaching down through the iron bars,
gradually getting closer, involving the viewer in frenzied motor mimicry.

In dread scenes motor mimicry implies the ‘inner’ mimicking of fearful
body postures, slow motions and tense breathing—all of this contributing

Figure 6.3 Motor mimicry: Bruno Anthony (Robert Walker) tries to recover his
lighter in Strangers on a Train.
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to the viewer’s own lived-body constriction. In contrast to the rushing and
running characters in terror scenes (see Chapter 7), in dread there are little
‘inner motions’ precisely because there is so little ‘outer motion’ to be mim-
icked. While motor mimicry might not always enter our awareness, it often
does manage to do so. Think of the stillness of the dread scene experien-
tially mirrored by the literally breathless viewer—whence the experience of
being ‘bound to the seat’ or ‘captivated.” As a consequence, there is a strong
discrepancy between what the character does (and we involuntarily mimic)
and what we would like him or her to do, namely run away as fast as pos-
sible so that our hampered urge towards motion (resulting in constriction)
is satisfied. When the character in fact starts to run, we feel relief.

Closely related to the inner replication of sensation and physical motion
is affective mimicry, the phenomenon whereby we—pre-cognitively—
mimic an emotion or affect expressed by someone else.” Since scenes of
dread often rely on close-ups the prime access to the character’s affective
state is the face. Unlike the more imaginative form of empathy, Clarice’s
facial expression of extreme anticipatory fear affects us directly, pre-cogni-
tively through emotional contagion. How is this possible? Mimicking Cla-
rice’s facial expression we participate in her fear via facial feedback without
recourse to the more elaborate operations of imaginative empathy. Carl
Plantinga explains: “our subjective emotions are influenced by facial feed-
back, such that the one who mimics a facial expression actually catches the
emotions of the one mimicked. According to the facial feedback hypoth-
esis, our facial expressions provide us with proprioceptive feedback which
at most determines and at the least influences our emotional experience.
[...]If I mimic a fearful face, it may actually make me fearful or increase
my feeling of suspense.””® Even if the mimicry of facial muscles is often
invisible, at least a partial replication can be established ex negativo: When
we follow a frightening scene, we do not smile joyfully, grin ironically or
make a sad face but assume a tight expression similar (if not identical) to
the fearful character.

Sympathy

In sympathy we do not share a congruent emotion, affect or sensation with
the character (as in empathy), but feel for the character. Empathy and sym-
pathy are not exclusive: we can be concerned for a character while also
feeling with him or her. Unlike empathy, sympathy itself cannot create
anticipation, because it depends on a narrative information surplus that
enables anticipatory fear in the first place. But a strong sympathetic char-
acter allegiance often makes empathy more likely. And it raises the stakes
the viewer invests in the character, thus enbancing the anticipatory fear
for the character. According to Murray Smith, the “structure of sympa-
thy” depends on three variables: recognition, alignment and allegiance.
First, the viewer needs to recognize the character as an individuated and
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continuous agent.”! This is unproblematic in mainstream dread scenes and
can therefore be presupposed. Second, the viewer must be aligned to the
characters by gaining access to their actions and what they know and feel.
Differences arise in terms of how strongly the narration is attached to a
given character and the degree of access to his or her subjectivity. Third, the
viewer cannot avoid an emotional evaluation of the characters and there-
fore building an allegiance, ranging on a continuum from strong sympathy
to passionate antipathy: the stronger the sympathetic allegiance the more
we feel for the character. Note, however, that even if strong alignment in
most cases leads to strong sympathetic allegiance, this is not automatically
so. Sometimes we are aligned with characters that we find ambivalent if not
repugnant. Smith explains: “To become allied with a character, the specta-
tor must evaluate the character as representing a | . . . | desirable (or at least
preferable) set of traits, in relation to other characters within the fiction. On
the basis of this evaluation, the spectator adopts an attitude of sympathy
(or, in the case of a negative evaluation, antipathy) towards the character,
and responds emotionally in an apposite way to situations in which this
character is placed.””?

Most truly effective dread scenes rely on a strong sympathetic character
allegiance. The reason why the final confrontation between Clarice and
Jame Gumb in The Silence of the Lambs is so powerful certainly has to
do with our strong allegiance to the young FBI agent (as well as our antip-
athy towards the serial killer). Once we arrive at the scene the film has
not only devoted much time to her as the protagonist (thus establishing
a strong alignment); the narration has also provided us with an unusual
amount of information revealing the “desirable set of traits” that Smith
talks about (thus creating a strong allegiance). Clarice is a young, good-
looking, vigorous and bright woman with whom viewers share a similar
cultural background. She is honest, open, and direct, despite her trauma
resulting from the premature death of her parents and the subsequent child-
hood as an orphan living with loveless relatives. She has an unusual ability
(and willingness!) to empathize with the victims rather than the perpetra-
tors, a feature that reveals her sensitivity and caring. And she is eager and
ambitious, following the laudable goal to overcome the disadvantages of
being a woman from poor, backwoods origins. “One generation away from
poor white trash,” as Lecter puts it, she tries to climb the social ladder and
gain recognition by becoming a successful agent. The FBI is, of course,
a very masculine environment. Hence we side with her also because her
superior Jack Crawford (Scott Glenn) takes advantage of her as a female
bait; because she is being hit on by lecherous Dr. Chilton who torpedoes her
efforts after she has rejected his approaches; because a psychiatric patient
throws semen into her face and makes disgusting remarks; because Lecter
sneers at her simple origins as well as her mediocre taste in perfume and
clothing . . . In short, in order to make it in a socially stratified, patriarchal
world, Clarice has to overcome gender and social obstacles—a difficulty
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to which many viewers can relate in one way or another. Moreover, our
investment in a filmic figure often rests not only on the character, but also
on the main star impersonating the character. In her first role after winning
an Oscar for The Accused (1988) Jodie Foster was both a star and a seri-
ous, successful actress.

Furthermore, our concern for a character grows if he—but more often
she—is vulnerable. This is the reason, why dread scenes abound in lonely,
fragile, defenseless female characters. Before she faces Buffalo Bill in the
final scene, the movie has underscored Clarice Starling’s small height, her
psychological trauma and her status as a rookie.”> Often characters are
barely clad, exposing their flesh and enhancing their vulnerability. Think of
the shower scenes with isolated female characters in Psycho, Dressed to Kill
or I Know What You Did Last Summer, the terrifying bathroom situations
in Fatal Attraction or Jennifer Eight or the swimming scenes in Jaws and
Open Water. Frequently, the vulnerability of the character is heightened by
a psychological or physical handicap: he or she is blind (Wait Until Dark,
Jennifer Eight, Blink [1994]), bound to a wheelchair (The Texas Chain-
saw Massacre, Alien: Resurrection) or suffers from trauma (The Haunting,
Copycat). In contrast, a strong male character of the Arnold-Schwarzeneg-
ger-type carrying a weapon and clad in protective clothing would not cre-
ate the same amount of dread.

Again,sympathy shows how closely related other-focused and ego-centered
responses are. As mentioned before, the strong sympathetic allegiance in
general and the character’s vulnerability in particular also raise the personal
stakes for the spectator. The prospect that my strong allegiance might be
cut any time soon by the character’s decease enhances anticipatory dread,
because I fear not only for the character but also apprehend my own loss.
Consider Robin Wood’s devastated remark about the sudden death of Mar-
ion Crane (Janet Leigh) in Psycho: “It is not merely its incomparable physi-
cal impact that makes the shower bath murder probably the most horrific
incident in any fiction film. [ . . . | Never—not even in Vertigo [1958]—has
identification been broken off so brutally. At the time, so engrossed are we
in Marion, so secure in her potential salvation, that we can scarcely believe
it is happening; when it is over, and she is dead, we are left shocked, with
nothing to cling to, the apparent center of the film entirely dissolved.””* The
protagonist is important to us, because he is cool like the Samuel L. Jackson
character in Deep Blue Sea, because she is sexy like the Drew Barrymore
figure in Scream or because she is played by a star that T admire like Janet
Leigh in Psycho. When these characters get killed early on and rather unex-
pectedly in their respective films, it implies that I suddenly lack the pleasure
and spectacle of the admirable, the nice, the cool character or the attrac-
tive, congenial actress. If we look at it from the opposite perspective, this
personal loss helps to explain why slasher films with their high ‘body count’
often avoid strong character allegiances and do not contain stars: precisely
because the pleasure of these films heavily relies on horror and shock rather



186 Cinematic Emotion in Horror Films and Thrillers

than dread the destroyed allegiance to character or star would imply too
much displeasure. The more vulnerable the character the more probable it
is that we have to face the personal horror of gruesome moving-images (or
imaginations). And the stronger our character allegiance the greater the hor-
ror we would have to face if he or she were killed.

THE SENSE OF AN ENDING: A DENSE AND
PROTRACTED TEMPORAL EXPERIENCE

The chapter on direct horror has shown that we oscillate between fasci-
nation and fear, between intellectual interest and emotional captivation,
between the pleasure and displeasure of fear. A similar description is valid
for dread. On the one hand, the film carefully tries to stir our anticipation
by revealing just enough to engage our fascination for what will follow, but
not too much so that our hunger for knowing and seeing would be satis-
fied. The restricted vision and the slowness of the extended scene titillate
our will to know. They relegate beyond the fringe what is and postpone
the outcome of what will be. But apart from this curious fascination we
are afraid of something largely unknown and amorphous that is yet to
come and that might overwhelm us: the moment of shock that bursts into
the vulnerable stillness of the dread scene or the devastating potentiality
of an unknown, possibly never before encountered horror. From Edmund
Burke to Stuart Gordon and Will H. Rockett a long tradition of theorists
and artists has argued that the diffuse potentiality of unknown horror is
ultimately more frightening than straight-out perceptible horror. Underly-
ing their argument is the belief that something we can see is manageable,
whereas unseen horror cannot be controlled.” In other words, the epistemic
deficit of unknown horror suggests something far worse than what can be
shown in a film, because something that can be shown is at least within the
realm of what we can grasp. Dread scenes force us precisely in a position
away from visual access as an effective means of mastery. Hence our urge
to see also derives from the implicit wish to get into a position of control
through visual access.

This epistemic deficit is also true for scenes in which we seem to be
familiar with the threat. Take the showdown of The Silence of the Lambs.
On the one hand, we certainly know that it is the serial killer Jame Gumb
who hides in his cellar and poses a threat to Clarice. On the other hand, we
obviously do not know the exact nature of her—and our—danger. Maybe
the killer escapes through a backdoor. Maybe he slowly enters the scene
and threatens Clarice with his gun. Maybe he suddenly and aggressively
jumps around the corner with an axe in his hand and hammers it into
Clarice’s head. Or maybe something as yet unimaginably evil and shocking
occurs. The fact that Jame Gumb was established as the threat changes our
epistemic deficit of unknown horror only minimally, if at all.
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As in the case of horror, both fascination and fear are present in dread—
this time in their anticipatory variety. Will Rockett calls it the “moth-and-
flame effect.””® One senses the danger of being negatively overwhelmed,
but is drawn to it out of curios fascination and the present experience of
a bodily stimulation. Dread scenes are characterized by expectation and
ignorance, curious impatience and the wish to be spared, desire to see it all
and the fear of being overwhelmed. Just like horror, cinematic dread is not
an experience of fear pure and simple, but a specific form of Angst-Lust
that derives from the potentiality of being overwhelmed negatively. If the
phenomenological distance vanishes and the fearful aspect becomes unbear-
able, however, we have to disentangle ourselves from the film—otherwise
the pleasurable thrilling experience would be replaced by displeasure.

Precisely because we are so attentive and expect something to happen
any time soon, dread scenes mark the opposite of the characteristic open-
endedness of mere succession: they are highly teleological since they push
towards the goal of the shocking or horrific outcome. This teleological
element is so strong that we often experience the scene as unfulfilled when
it stops without the expected ending. In other words, because dread is an
anticipatory form of fear that is felt until the very moment it gives way
to shock or horror (or disappears otherwise), it lacks closure as a gestalt
without those other effects. This entails a double consequence. First, since
we expect a telos, we lean forward in time and anticipatorily scan the
imminent temporal horizon in ‘search’ of the prospecting threat. Second,
since this delayed outcome is expected to be either shocking or horrific the
experience of time in-between becomes more accentuated; the duration
of time is both protracted and perceived as denser than average scenes.
The experience becomes literally in-tense. Think of a clock on a desk. We
experience its ticking very differently if we expect the tick-tock to continue
monotonously for hours or if we know that a shrill, biting alarm will start
anytime soon. In the latter case, we will not only await the outcome and
therefore look ahead to it, but also experience a certain tension. Similarly,
it makes a difference if a scene plays out rather uneventfully or if we know
that it leads up to a potentially biting shock or overwhelming form of hor-
ror. In the chapters on direct horror and shock I have briefly hinted at the
respective subjective temporalities. It is now—in connection with more
extended dread scenes—that I want to take up the question of inner dura-
tion more thoroughly.

A number of concepts have been introduced over the years in order
to distinguish various kinds of time at the movies. Laura Mulvey, for
instance, knows three forms of “cinematic time”: first, the “past of reg-
istration” to which the medium of film is able to refer qua its indexical-
ity; second, the “fictional time of the story”; and, third, the present, or
remembered, time of viewing.”” In his discussion of time in Hollywood
cinema, on the other hand, Richard Maltby distinguishes between film
time and movie time.”® The former describes the amount of time a movie
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requires of its audience. It is determined by the length of the film as well
as the projection speed and can be objectively measured with a stopwatch.
Hence the film time of Martin Scorsese’s Cape Fear would be 128 min-
utes. Movie time, on the other hand, refers to the time represented within
the narrative (and is therefore equivalent with Mulvey’s “fictional time”).
It involves flashbacks and flashforwards, ellipses, parallel narratives and
slow-motion sequences. Hence the movie time of The Silence of the Lambs
would comprise several years: from the flashbacks of Clarice Starling’s
childhood to her present investigation of the Buffalo Bill case. Within
movie time one can further distinguish between duration of the story and
duration of the plot. Story duration includes the entire time span of the
narrative, including events referred to along the way or inferred by the
viewer. Plot duration refers only to those events actually presented on
the screen. Both plot duration and story duration can be deduced from
the narrative. However, as helpful as these distinctions may be, none of
these objective categories reveals anything about the viewer’s subjective
temporal experience.

In the majority of cases we are not conscious of the passage of time in
everyday life. Subjective inner duration seems roughly in synchronicity with
the objective time of the clock.” Occasionally, however, we become aware
of time as a gestalt. In everyday life our experience of time often changes
as we step from one realm of social reality to another, depending on the
interplay of subjectivity and objectivity, of self and situation.®® This is true
for the movie theater as well: our temporal experience shifts when a terror
scene follows an erotic scene or when a moment of shock bursts into a run-
of-the-mill dialogue passage. Hence time experience stands out either when
there is a marked difference to the preceding scene or when the temporal
aspect of the scene itself is so striking that it moves from the background
towards the center of our field of consciousness. It is therefore necessary to
introduce a third temporal category: experienced time. Experienced time
cannot be measured nor can it be inferred from something objective like
story or plot. As a subjective category, it can only be described in relation
to other categories. This largely neglected aspect of movie-going is central
to the pleasure of frightening films.

Following Husserl’s groundbreaking essay on internal time-conscious-
ness, phenomenology has developed a nuanced description of how we expe-
rience time.®! As often, phenomenology implies a critique of the objectifying
models of the natural sciences, which argue on an abstract level remote
from subjective experience. In this case phenomenology asserts that our
experience of time does not correspond to the mathematical model of sepa-
rate points on an axis of time. We do not experience a succession of isolated
‘nows,” of momentary presences, of distinct experiential flashes. If we did,
there would be no sense of duration and continuity, but only a staccato-like
jumping from one experience to the next. In reality, the experience of time
is not characterized by gaps but by varying forms of continuous flow, of



Anxious Anticipations 189

permanent goings-on, no matter how strenuous our everyday life, how jag-
ged the day-in, day-out. The various moments are always connected, even
if some moments are more accentuated, more out-standing, experienced as
thicker than others.

Perceptions, emotions and other varieties of consciousness are all experi-
enced as spread out in time. Thus an event always comes into presence from
the imminent future and then trails off into the close past. Three technical
terms help to distinguish the different phases of internal time-conscious-
ness: now-consciousness, retention and protention. According to Husserl’s
account, the ‘now’ of now-consciousness has a double temporal fringe. On
the one hand, retention (the ‘past-of-the-present-moment’) points to what
has passed: it retains the primal impression just elapsed. To be conscious
of the present’s occurrence is to be conscious of the “comet tail” that trails
behind it, as Husserl famously put it.*?> On the other hand, protention (the
‘future-of-the-present-moment’) implies what is about to come: it provides
the anticipatory horizon of ongoing, present experience.®* Protention is not
identical with projection just as retention does not imply clear-cut memory.
Both are much more elementary and make more complex projections and
memories possible. “What distinguishes retention from recollection, and
protention from ‘secondary expectation,’ is not the length of their term but
their functioning as horizons for ongoing, present experience,” Dave Carr
notes.** Depending on the situation, the immediate past and future acquire
varying degrees of prominence.

This is very much true for our experience of films as well. Every filmic
narrative (just as every scene within a narrative) has a distinct direction: it
moves forward. Like a sentence or a melody, a narrative cannot be reversed
but presses ahead continuously. Even movies like Memento (2000) or
Irréversible (2002)—that seemingly inverse the direction of the narrative,
but in fact merely change the order of the narrative’s content—function
accordingly. While this is generally true, we experience some filmic modes
as more heavily inclined toward the future than those more deeply embed-
ded in the present. Our attitudes can vary from a neutral act of awaiting
the termination of the scene to lively anticipation. The crucial factor is the
weight given to the outcome, or rather the intensity of the viewer’s interest
concerning the things to follow. Broadly speaking, Hollywood movies are
films of action: they contain goal-driven heroes who necessarily prefigure
the possible results of their actions. Art cinema, on the other hand, often
features reflexive, psychologically ambivalent or even confused characters
rooted more strongly in the present since the outcome of their actions is not
crucial. The preference of different character types has consequences for
the film’s forward flow: the reflexive hero who often lacks precise desires
and goals entails a looser linkage of events and therefore a more drifting
quality of the narrative, whereas the active Hollywood hero has a clear
objective and hence implies a tight causal chain leading towards an out-
come. Broadly speaking, we can distinguish between a cinema of record,
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observation, delay and digression and a cinema of linear cause-and-effect
action, between a cinema of the time-image and a cinema of the movement-
image (in Deleuze’s terms).

But even within Hollywood cinema the differences can be considerable,
varying between genres, narratives and scenes within a narrative. Scenes
of dread heavily lean towards the protentional side of our temporal experi-
ence. The reason can be found in its aforementioned teleological character.
While generally the future is open and at least partially indeterminate, the
degrees of openness and indeterminacy diverge. In our most habituated
experiences the openness of the immediate future is rather limited, whereas
in the midst of the most novel experiences the protentional future is com-
paratively open. Scenes of dread fall somewhere in between: on the one
hand, the protentional future is open (we watch a new film after all); by
way of the shocking or horrific telos it is simultaneously determined. Since
the outcome will most definitely cut sharply into the continuous flow of our
time experience—thus rupturing the comfortable being-in-the-world—we
are wary of what is impending. Moreover, we cannot do anything against
this narrative determinacy but fearfully anticipate the end by scanning the
immediate temporal horizon.

To repeat, scanning the protentional horizon does not imply a full-
fledged projection in which we imagine ourselves in a different situation.
Calling to mind a future event and anticipating the immediate future as
the horizon of the present are clearly not the same.* Protention functions
as a future horizon for an ongoing present experience. A full-blown future
projection, on the other hand, implies a displacement of the self: it is an
active, presentive and anticipatory form of imagination and thus a different
state of consciousness. In contrast to projection, we do not ‘call to mind’ a
vivid presentation of the future with an image on our ‘mental screen’ and a
sound in our ‘mind’s ear’ when immersed in a scene of terror.®® There is no
anticipating visualization of the monster jumping from behind the corner
and no audializing in advance of the knife entering the victim’s body. We
are too deeply lost in the film experience to actively untangle ourselves and
form a visual and aural presentation of what might occur.

Nor does this protentional anticipation imply that we project a state
of affairs in which we experience how it is to feel in a certain manner.
Instead, we protentionally anticipate an upcoming lived-body experience.
Such intuitive anticipations of sensuous effects are familiar from everyday
life. Sitting in the waiting room of my dentist, I am afraid because I anx-
iously anticipate a great displeasure, but I do not visualize and audialize the
doctor working with the drill in my mouth nor do I actively imagine-how
the drilling will feel. Or, when I go running, I apprehend the strenuousness
of the fast interval that I am about to start, but I do not visualize myself
running faster. In both cases I fear—but I do not pre-live, as it were—
a lived-body experience. Again, this underscores that in scenes of dread
we not only fear for someone else, but always also fear for ourselves: we
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apprebend the unknown but potentially overwhelming impact of shock or
horror (even if we are simultaneously drawn to it).

But the time experience of dread scenes is not only characterized by a
strong inclination towards the protentional side. Dread scenes are also a
perfect example of how film can manipulate absolute, objective time—or,
rather, how it can lay bare the fundamental shortcomings of this concept.
Few other aesthetic strategies can make duration so prevalent, thus separat-
ing subjective from objective time. Obviously, we do not consciously reflect
on the characteristics of this time experience while immersed in the filmic
world. But compared to the habitual flow of everyday life, time in dread
scenes assumes a less peripheral position in our field of consciousness.
Hence the pre-reflectively experienced aspects are available for phenom-
enological description after the fact: in comparison to the distinct, pointed
and bound time gestalt of shock, with its marked beginnings and endings,
the now of dread scenes unfolds more gradually. Unlike the shock that
bursts and even explodes into consciousness, time in dread swells up and
distends. And while the brevity of shock insists on the present now, the
extended duration of dread leans towards the future. But shock and dread
have something in common as well: in both cases time is experienced as
protracted and dense.

Let us look at protraction first. Generally, there are three forms of time
experience. First, compressed time: inner duration is shorter than objective
time. Second, synchronicity: experienced time and clock time are roughly
equivalent. Third, protracted time: inner duration is longer than objective
time. This is easily understood if we think about entertaining movies that
seem to be over much quicker than apparently endless, tedious films of
equal length. However, pleasurable moments need not fly by but can be pro-
tracted as well. Dread scenes are a case in point. Michael Flaherty lists five
sequential factors that produce the experience of protracted time.%” First,
a context that is characterized by circumstances departing fairly severely
from the habitual flow of life: in dread it is our expectation of a shocking or
horrifying outcome—in other words, a moment of danger. Second, there is
an increased emotional concern for understanding the problematic nature
of the situation and therefore a state of arousal which stretches experienced
time: in dread this is manifest in our future-directed fear. Third, a height-
ened cognitive involvement with self and situation: glued to the screen we
are highly concentrated on what is to come. We might hope for an instant
positive resolution of the scene; or we may wish that the ending is stalled,
since we expect it to be negative. In any case, the suspended end of the
scene—whether positive or negative—achieves a considerable weight. As
a consequence, we scan the temporal horizon in order to anticipate the
danger of shock and horror. Due to this increased emotional and cognitive
attention—point four—the stimulus complexity is raised. This, in turn,
leads to the fifth point: the increased stimulus complexity of the situation
creates a supercharged experience which is much denser than most other
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moments. Harking back to the end of The Silence of the Lambs: from the
moment Clarice opens the cellar door, to the moment she shoots the serial
killer, film time and movie time are identical. But which fully engrossed
viewer would have thought that this sequence is—objectively—only six
minutes long? Especially if you compare the scene to a funny dialogue pas-
sage in a Screwball comedy like His Girl Friday (1940) or Bringing Up
Baby (1938), where time seems to fly by.

Flaherty’s concept of protracted time needs elaboration, however. Since
he lumps together eventful situations and uneventful moments like bore-
dom, the distinction between dense (or tight) and empty (or slack) versions
of protracted time is lost. While in dread—a clear-cut example of dense
protracted time experience—we are highly attentive with a thoroughly nar-
rowed focus, in boredom we concentrate on nothing specific; the field of
consciousness remains without stable center. In boredom we experience
time as empty precisely because there is no fearful anticipation of the things
to come, no dense and tense lived-body experience, no heightened cogni-
tive involvement. Boredom means monotony. Dread, on the other hand, is
characterized by a gradual densification of time. The closer we approach
the anticipated goal, the denser the time experience becomes. Think of the
diegetic doors or closets mentioned previously: they intensify the scene
because we reach the goal, expecting the killer behind the door or the mon-
ster in the closet. As W.H. Rockett points out, showing a door creates its
own teleology, or rather enforces the scene’s overall teleological character:
“doors are meant to be opened, else they would be walls.”®8 If these doors
or closets turn out to be fake threats, the dense inner-time experience slack-
ens immediately.

THE LIVED-BODY EXPERIENCE: FEELINGS
OF CONSTRICTION AND IMMOBILITY

Apart from the protracted and dense time experience, scenes of dread also
involve the viewer’s lived body on a more specific level. Throughout this
chapter I have alluded to constriction: atmospheric elements like setting,
daytime, season and weather evoke it just as much as tightly framed cam-
erawork or somatic empathy with frightened characters. But, again, lived-
body constriction is not identical with dread. Setting, daytime, season and
weather are not eliciting fear, but its concomitant lived-body experience
of constriction supports the constrictive tendency of fear. In the chapter
on direct horror I have expounded Hermann Schmitz’ concept of fear as
being an experience of tension, a feeling in which the constrictive tendency
dominates the struggle with its expansive counterpart. Schmitz’ German
expression Spannung underlines the usefulness of this concept even more
clearly than the English word ‘tension’ the German adjective spannend is
exclusively reserved for films that are frightening or suspenseful.
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However, in contrast to the dense, pointed fear of horror and the ruptur-
ing, piercing shock, the experience of dread is more extended. This might be
a reason why critics and aestheticians often prefer dread to other aesthetic
strategies discussed here: its extended, anticipatory character and its gradual
coming-into-being grant the viewer a certain freedom to act, while the in-
your-faceness of horror and shock is bound to an aesthetics of overwhelming.
Moreover, intense moments of shock or somatic empathy are characterized
by a strong constrictive attention-shift towards the body. During an experi-
ence of dread, on the other hand, I usually do not enter reflective conscious-
ness. Even if I am deeply affected, I am first and foremost immersed in the
filmic world. However, this is not to say that overwhelming dread cannot
force its way into focal awareness. Two thirds into my first viewing of The
Silence of the Lambs, a friend and I—both 16 years of age at the time—
simultaneously turned our heads and looked at each other. After exchang-
ing frightened glances, we shortly discussed the possibility of leaving the
theater: we couldn’t bear the terrifying intensity of the movie anymore. Even
though we considered ourselves tough teenage boys, we had to admit that
this film, so heavily based on dread, was overwhelmingly scary. Annette
Hill notes that during scenes of dread frightened spectators use some of the
exact same protective measures mentioned in terms of horror: “participants
recall placing their hands over their eyes, turning away from the screen, and
gripping their companion’s arm . . .”% But even if the fearful experience of
dread does not enter reflective consciousness, it can be described after the
fact. Much of what T have said about the horrifying experience of fear is
valid for dread as well. This is particularly true for the constrictive element.
Hence I will not reiterate Schmitz’ argument at this point, but rather I will
show how the constrictive experience can be traced otherwise.

First, in line with my argument about the revealing power of ordinary
language containing corporeally-rooted expressions that are not mere met-
aphors but nutshell-phenomenologies, we might have a look at the way we
describe frightening films. Our vocabulary for the cinematic experience
of fear is dominated by expressions indicating constriction, immobility
and imprisonment. We are ‘seized’ and ‘captured’ by the film. The movie
comes across as ‘gripping’ or ‘enthralling.” We are ‘bound’ or ‘riveted’ to
our seats. The film is ‘spell-binding’ or ‘trans-fixing’ me. There is no dearth
of examples from popular film criticism. Hal Hinson notes about Scorsese’s
Cape Fear: “It’s a brutal, demonic film with a grip like a vise; it grabs you
early, its fingers around your throat, and never lets go.”°° And Pauline Kael
describes the way Brian De Palma plays with the viewer in Dressed to Kill:
“He pulls you in and draws the wires taut or relaxes them; he practically
controls your breathing.”!

Second, this constrictive, immobilizing tendency can also be judged
from postures and largely non-existent body movements. During scenes
of dread we do not sit relaxed, but follow the in-fense movie motionless
and in tension: we are paralyzed by fear. It feels as if we are pushed deep
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down into the cushions. Our hands grab the armrest. Others have their
white-knuckled fists clenched. Some people bite their nails. Other viewers
sit—their legs clutched—in a defensive, embryonic position. Again others
grind their teeth. Scary scenes might even be literally ‘breathtaking.” And
we are speechless.

Third, it is not unusual that an implicit wish for an expansive change
arises during the scene. The longer, the more intense, the more constrictive
the scene, the stronger grows our desire for the opposite—an experience
free of constriction and isolation. We yearn for the end of darkness and
a place full of light. We long for an open vision that replaces the limited
sight with panorama and long shots rather than close-ups as our preferred
vistas. We no longer want the narrative to take place in a dark cellar or a
dense forest but in the wide open countryside. We wish for the end of the
character’s isolation and his or her reintegration in a setting full of people.
And: we hope that the brooding music or the leaden silence will come to an
end, replaced by lively music or an encouraging soundtrack with chirping
birds and laughing children.

But even if we do not have these implicit wishes during the constrictive
scene, the dialogic relation between lived-body constriction and expansion
becomes evident afterwards. This is my fourth point. We feel that constric-
tion lessens and makes way for expansion when the scene is over. Suddenly
the body posture is less tense. We might even change our seating posi-
tion, something we did not dare during the constrictive and immobilizing
sequence. It is not for no reason that we talk about relief once the scene is
over and the weight of the terrifying experience is, as it were, lifted from
our shoulders. Heaving the proverbial deep sigh of relief is a way to expand
outwardly by exhaling. Freeing our lungs we ‘let go’ or ‘let off steam’—
oxygen withheld during the dread scene that had ‘taken our breath away.’
This is particularly salient if the endangered character in the previous scene
has had a hard time breathing him- or herself, because he or she was overly
frightened and immersed in water. As we have seen, the spasmodic in- and
exhaling or breath-holding not only indicates the constriction of the char-
acter but via somatic empathy affects the viewer. Sometimes the viewer’s
relieved breathing-out even takes the form of laughter. Subsequently we
take a deep breath that fills our lungs again. Hence the screenwriter Kevin
Williamson notes that when the first intense sequence in Scream is over
and another frightening sequence starts to follow: the spectators “have just
caught their breath—and now here we go again.” 2 Just like the experience
of inner time, the lived-body experience of a frightening film changes from
situation to situation, constantly moving in and out: relief follows constric-
tion, tightening replaces expansion.

In my critique of catharsis I have mentioned that the viewer enjoys both
lived-body metamorphoses: the movement into and out of constriction,
out of expansion and back into it. The strong form of constriction felt in
an extended dread scene in a dark, labyrinth-like cellar is countered by a
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deeply felt form of expansion if the situation is over and the protagonist
escapes into the bright daylight of a summer morning. Quite the opposite
happens when the shock intensification strategy that I have called ‘disrupted
relief’ catches the viewer by surprise: the pleasurably felt expansion is coun-
tered by the shock’s radical constriction. Again, this pleasurable in-and-out
and up-and-down is the reason why the rollercoaster metaphor sounds so
convincing when it comes to somatic types of film. Not surprisingly, these
phenomenological metamorphoses take place most easily if my lived body
is flexible and elastic rather than tight and rigid. Coming home from soccer
training or running exercises, my body feeling tense and exhausted, T am
often insensitive to the emotional and affective temptations of the movies.

THE SOCIAL EXPERIENCE: A COLLECTIVITY
OF FEELING OVERCOMING ISOLATION

Another aspect of fear is the experience of personal isolation. This element
was touched upon briefly when I mentioned that the movie supports fear
by evoking an atmosphere of isolation. The film uses appropriate stylis-
tic means and creates corresponding atmospheres, for instance by tightly
framing an isolated character with whom we empathize and who is lost in
a dark, cut-off, labyrinth-like place far away from help, confronted by a
dangerous monster.

I presume that the experience of isolation in fear needs more elaboration
than the readily accessible lived-body constriction. Since it is the corner-
stone on which—at least part of—my argument about the pleasurable col-
lectivity of scary movies is built, I will start with an explanation of what I
mean by ‘experience of isolation in fear.” Most emotional experiences put
us in a specific relation to our social environment; they imply that we can-
not be indifferent to others but demand responsiveness. Take joy: experi-
encing a truly joyful moment opens us to the world. We lose our inhibitions
and fear of contact. We want to communicate our joyfulness. We feel an
urge to embrace the world. When we are sad, on the other hand, we often
withdraw. We rest in bed and stare at the wall or pull the blankets over
our head. These ‘opening’ and ‘withdrawing’ tendencies are mirrored in
our reactions to joyful and sad films. After a feel-good comedy we leave
the theater in a chattering mood of hilarity, while a deeply felt melodrama
tends to individualize us and constrict us in our own (pleasurable) sad-
ness.” Another emotion with a particular forceful social aspect is shame.
In shame one feels singled out, cut off from but also exposed in front of
a—real or imagined—group. As a result, the individual tries to escape the
piercing gaze of others by attempting to vanish or to gain renewed access
to the group. Think of the wish to be ‘swallowed up by the earth’ or the
subservient expression of giggling that tries to cover up the scream of shock
mentioned in Chapter 5.
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Similarly, fear is an emotion that carries a sense of personal phenom-
enological detachment, of feeling separated, of isolation from the world.”
What Elaine Scarry notes about pain is apposite in case of fear as well: it
brings about a split between one’s sense of one’s own reality and the real-
ity of other persons.” Fear throws me radically back upon myself. The
emotion centripetally constricts my lived body. I want to escape Away!
from constriction—but cannot. As a consequence, I feel enclosed and sepa-
rated. In fear the taken-for-granted being-with-others in which we feel at
home literally becomes what the English translators of Freud have dubbed
‘uncanny’: un-heim-lich. A moment of transformation occurs, in which our
social environment changes from a familiar home into a place in which we
feel un-home-ly. Unlike shame, this separation does not imply a feeling
of hostility from others, however. Instead, fear seems to spin an isolat-
ing cocoon around me. In shame, the others are opponents whose opposi-
tion we try to overcome by disappearing from their gaze or by begging
for re-entrance into their world through gestures of humility. In fear, the
others have simply gone or seem to be far away. As a consequence, fear is
dominated by a longing for a return of the group or, conversely, a wish for
our save re-integration. Fighting fear not only implies a tendency to flee
(Schmitz’s Away! urge), but to flee into the arms of someone else coming to
rescue us from isolation.

The fact that we generally take for granted the familiarity of home in
our—real or imagined—social environment can be judged by experiences
in which this background phenomenon has disappeared. Children beg their
parents to leave the door ajar when they have to go to bed so light can enter
as a sign of mom and dad’s presence. Waking up from a nightmare, they
overcome the isolating experience of fear by crawling into their parents’
bed. The psychologist C. W. Valentine once admitted that he feels a tinge
of fear walking through lonely woods at night. His fear vanishes, however,
when he carries one of his children.”® Of course, the child cannot mean
protection in a physical but very much in a phenomenological sense. It pro-
vides the comforting feeling of companionship that alleviates the isolation
of fear. Obviously, the film experience knows its own examples of fearful
isolation. In her review of The Blair Witch Project Mary Elizabeth Williams
gives us a consumer-friendly advice: “It is, quite simply, a movie you have
to see, and preferably with a friend. Because this is a film you’re going to
need to talk about when it’s over, and afterward you definitely won’t want
to walk home alone.””” This was exactly what I thought when I watched a
horror film in a multiplex theater in downtown Los Angeles late at night.
Surprisingly, I was the only one present. Under these circumstances even an
otherwise stupid film like White Noise (2005) became truly frightening. I
constantly had to turn around and check if someone else—friend or foe—
was lurking behind me. Desperately looking for the reassuring presence
of my co-viewers, I missed what is habitually taken for granted. Sitting in
a movie theater alone is a highly unusual case, however. More often, the
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isolating experience of fear occurs in private surroundings, as this viewer
comment underscores: “When I’'m watching a film in my own home [ . . . |
it doesn’t feel very safe. If ’m the only one there I can’t watch certain films
because I will become too frightened to carry on watching.””® Don’t we all
know instances when we have watched a genuinely scary film alone and felt
a strong wish for someone else to be present? When we had to call a friend
just to hear his or her soothing voice?

It is here that the social experience of the movie theater becomes salient.
Precisely because we feel phenomenologically isolated in fear, we look for
personal contact or intersubjective reassurance to re-gain a state of psycho-
logical belongingness. In contrast to the solitary viewing position at home,
in the movie theater the social element is always already given (not counting
obscure multiplexes in downtown LA). During scenes of dread we do not
turn into what David Riesman famously called a ‘lonely crowd,” because
the redemptive experience of the group is always near: we can overcome
personal isolation by relating to others. These moments of sociality are
rewarding, because we experience them not only as reassuring but also
as pleasurably collective. To be sure, feelings of collectivity occur in other
genres as well. The comedy with its collective laughter is the most notice-
able case in point. What makes thrillers and horror films unique, is their
peculiar dialectic of fearful isolation and relief through feelings of belong-
ingness. The viewer can vacillate between both poles, with fear stimulat-
ing the yearning for the group. Call it the cinema of fear’s complementary
effect: just as red and green are brightest when put together side by side,
positive feelings of collectivity can stand out particularly against the back-
drop of fearful isolation.

Each viewer has a personal tipping point beyond which he or she feels
unable to bear the fearful experience. When we feel too threatened by
what we expect and hence the isolation of fear becomes unpleasant, we
deliberately withdraw from the immersion to emerge in the cinematic
here. However, rather than merely pulling out of an unpleasant individu-
alized immersion into an aversive individualized state of extrication, we
may more productively slip into a pleasurable collective experience. Thus
dread becomes the basis of a co-existentialist rather than an integrationist
account. Fear is no longer enjoyed in and of itself but serves as a negative
means to a positive end.

How does the viewer counter the unpleasantness of fearful detachment?
For one, the viewer may establish direct contact. Searching for glimpses
of other frightened spectators and engaging in fleeting acts of gazing reas-
surance is one possibility; talking to one’s neighbor about the frightening
situation one is caught in can be another. Harking back to the terrifying
experience of my first viewing of The Silence of the Lambs: when dis-
cussing the possibility of leaving the theater, my friend and I admitted to
ourselves that we felt the same. This helped. We both stayed and enjoyed
the rest of the film. Another way of creating closeness is reaching out for
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someone else. Catching hold of a hand or leaning against the shoulder of
a partner are visible signs of mutual incorporation: by literally escaping
into the hands or the embrace of another with which I momentarily ‘fuse,’
we create a quasi-double-body that is less isolated and hence less prone to
fear. What is more, the personal touch reduces lived-body constriction and
immobility: the viewer is flooded by an expansive feeling of belongingness
and the movement temporarily ruptures rigid immobility. Expanding into
the social realm the frightened viewer gets away from him- or herself—and
thus soothes the Away! tendency: “A person who clings to someone else
fearfully tries to relieve his or her own self by transferring it to the other
self [ ... ]. A person who fuses with someone else gets away from him- or
herself,” Hermann Schmitz notes.”” Generations of men have tried to profit
from this urge towards personal contact: it was—and still is—one of the
peculiar male adolescent strategies of dating to take a girl to a horror movie,
so she would come closer little by little during a scary scene. This is why
critic Marc Savlov can call the film Deep Blue Sea “a terrific first-dater™: it
guarantees that your companion will be “grappling with the armrests and
suddenly, perilously [be] perched atop your lap.”'*® Among psychologists
this phenomenon is called the “bonding effect of anxiety.”!"!

The importance of small subgroups established via direct visual, aural or
haptic contact cannot be overestimated. However, I prefer to take a closer
look at those more comprehensive and complex audience groups that derive
from emotional intersubjectivity. It is therefore necessary to give a short
introduction into the field of emotional interrelatedness. How do we grasp
the emotions of other viewers apart from direct contact? How do we gain
knowledge that we share an emotional state? And how are we influenced
by others emotionally? Following Max Scheler I want to distinguish three
major forms of social emotionality at the movies: emotional contagion,
fellow-feelings and feelings-in-common.!®

In comparison to the potentially contagious emotional expressions of
hilarity with its conspicuous three-dimensional displays (loud laughter,
knee-clapping, stomping feet and back-and-forth movements of the body),
scenes of dread differ markedly. While fear certainly ‘communicates’ pow-
erfully to ourselves, it does not ‘speak’ in a clear and straightforward ‘voice’
to our cinematic environment. This is especially true for the surroundings
of the multiplex theater where the enhanced hiding effect strongly ham-
pers the communicativeness of emotions anyway (see Chapter 2). Hence
emotional contagion through the fearful experience of other viewers seems
unlikely. What might be the case in a situation of mass panicking, rarely if
ever applies to dread scenes.!®

The situation is somewhat different in regard to fellow-feelings (Mit-
gefiibl), and it changes completely when it comes to feelings-in-common
(Miteinanderfiiblen). Scheler illustrates the difference between these forms
of emotional intersubjectivity with a compelling example. A couple stands
at the coffin of their beloved child. Both parents feel the ‘same’ sorrow,



Anxious Anticipations 199

the ‘same’ anguish. It is not that the husband feels sorrow and the wife
feels it also. No, they feel together: they share a feeling-in-common. Scheler
calls this common emotionality an ‘immediate community of feeling.’**4
By focusing on the death of their child, they relate to one phenomeno-
logical fact. Sharing a common emotional field, their emotional distance
is reduced. However, they do not consciously reflect on the fact that they
share these ‘same’ feelings. Their consciousness is mostly dedicated to sor-
row and anguish. In contrast, their friend, who also attends the funeral,
does not share this emotional field. He does not relate to the death of the
child as much as to the suffering of the parents. Through an act of emo-
tional understanding, he feels for them, but cannot really feel together with
them. An emotional distance separates him from their feelings: instead of
feelings-in-common he experiences fellow-feelings. The death of the child
(the intentional object of the parents) and the suffering of the couple (the
friend’s intentional object) are two phenomenological facts.

If we apply these concepts to our discussion of dread, where can we
pinpoint instances of fellow-feelings, and where would feelings-in-common
show up? Picture a situation in which you are watching a boring horror
film with your friend. During a dread scene that you couldn’t care less
about you suddenly realize that your friend fearfully peaks through her
fingers and cowers in her seat. In an act of fellow-feeling you feel sorry for
her or maybe even envy her strong emotional reaction. Just like the friend
attending the funeral you feel for rather than together with her. Unlike the
friend, you are not scared; nor do you devote your attention primarily to
the film. What is at stake is more than a cognitive understanding of her
experience, but it does not imply sharing her emotions. You are affected
emotionally because you pity or envy her, but a certain phenomenological
distance exists due to different intentional objects.

This is not the case in Scheler’s ‘immediate community of feeling,’
where the members of the group have the same intentional object. The
cinema is particularly suitable for this kind of group experience precisely
because it privileges the sharing of the film as the prime intentional object.
In comparison to literature, for instance, the cinematic experience relies
predominantly on ‘objective’ perception out-there rather than ‘subjective’
imagination in-here. This is quite different in reading, where we not only
remain solitary but also enter our own imaginative worlds—worlds that are
hardly ever experienced as ours and almost always as mine.'®> The ‘objec-
tive’ un-stoppable unfolding of the movie in the theatrical surroundings
also distinguishes film-going from the ‘subjective’ act of reading insofar
as the latter can be interrupted at will, resulting in very different reading
tempos. Even if a group of people sat in the same room and started reading
Stephen King’s Carrie together, they would hardly be shocked or grossed-
out simultaneously. Furthermore, the group experience in the movie theater
is facilitated by the fact that we, the audience, have all decided to come
together and watch exactly this film.
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To be sure, during moments of feeling-dread-in-common the viewers do
not have to share identical emotions (Scheler indicates this by putting scare
quotes around the word ‘same’). Some will find the scene scarier than oth-
ers. But identical emotions are not mandatorys; it is enough if the viewers are
similarly afraid to feel frightened together. If fear becomes the prevailing
emotion experienced with individual nuances, there is a unity in diversity.
While in fellow-feelings a discrepancy between me and you can be felt, the
experience of feelings-in-common reduces the phenomenological distance.
In dread this comes handy: distance reduction alleviates fearful isolation!
Moreover, it certainly makes a difference whether there are three persons
feeling in common or three hundred. Just as in Scheler’s example it would
relieve the common sorrow more effectively if not only the parents would
suffer but also the three siblings, in the cinema we experience differently
when seated in a crowded auditorium rather than alone at home: a problem
shared is a problem halved.

How conscious are we about the sharing of an emotion like dread? Just
as the parents at the grave, most of the time the viewers are not consciously
relating to their feelings-in-common. It is a taken-for-granted background
assumption of our cinematic experience—an assumption that becomes
foregrounded in moments of crisis. In my description of the multiplex expe-
rience I have pointed out that sharing emotions is precisely what we expect,
if only tacitly. If all others are immersed in the filmic world (or at least
seem to be, because they behave according to cultural norms), we implicitly
assume that they not only see and hear the same, but also think and feel
alike. This is all the more true for scenes of dread. In the grip of a terri-
fying scene the audience is enveloped by an atmosphere of attention and
captivation. This shared atmosphere is established ex negativo: through
the absence of movements and sounds. Watching silently and in frightening
anticipation the immobile and fearfully constricted viewers do not move in
their seats. They do not yawn, laugh derisively or otherwise display their
displeasure. They do not talk, look on their watches or show their distrac-
tion or even boredom in any other way. The background of pure silence
is charged with attention and reverberates from one consciousness to the
other.!% The little that enters our focused field of consciousness underscores
a common frightening immersion. Only if someone deliberately steps out of
the group by commenting condescendingly on the intense atmosphere the
background assumption of collectivity is shattered. But, importantly, the
‘immediate community of feeling’ is foregrounded also in another moment
of crisis: precisely when the viewer is overwhelmed by fear and therefore
actively intends the collective viewing situation in order to counter isola-
tion. Actively reflecting on the collective experience, the viewer does not
just enter into a state of mere individualized avoidance (e.g., looking away),
but more productively chooses a state of collective integration. The likeli-
hood of this active step increases the more frightening the movie. The vacil-
lating movement between immersion and collectivity becomes more fluid.



Anxious Anticipations 201

The pleasurable collectivity in the shared isolation of dread creates a
feeling of belongingness quite different from the forms of collectivity that I
have described in the last chapter. Just as the lived body in dread is not as
aggressively foregrounded as in shock, the social experience in dread does
not enter consciousness as forcefully as in moments of startle. Temporally,
spatially and emotionally immersed in the filmic world the viewer directs
his or her consciousness predominantly to the filmic there and backgrounds
the sharing of emotions in the theatrical here. In comparison, what I have
dubbed the ‘collective body’ depends on a foregrounding of collectivity
through joint, forceful emotional expressions, exemplified first and fore-
most by simultaneous screaming in shock, moaning in disgust and laughing
hilariously. These are the moments when the social group united through
feelings-in-common suddenly jumps to a higher level of collectivity. Since
the ‘collective body’ depends on the active doing of a substantial part of
the audience, however, it is not as easily established as the ex-negativo-
collectivity of feeling-dread-in-common with its absence of movement and
aural expression. Moreover, precisely because dread communicates less
obviously, a pleasurable feeling-in-common is not as easily destroyed: while
the expressivity of screaming, moaning and laughing can quickly produce a
collective body for some, it can just as easily shatter the feelings of belong-
ingness of others. If you find a comedy like There’s Something About Mary
(1998) utterly gross and stupid and someone next to you laughs hysterically,
you realize that there are differences in thought and feeling between you
and him. And if you remain completely unaffected by the torture scenes in
Hostel or Saw, while the whole audience moans loudly—you sense that in a
very specific way you do not belong to this group. In both cases feelings of
collectivity evaporate or were not existent in the first place.

The scenes discussed in this chapter were hitherto identified as suspense.
Yet, the current concept of suspense is overly broad and hence too fuzzy
since it lumps together scenes that can be distinguished productively.!””
Scenes of dread with their formal and experiential characteristics occur
sufficiently often to merit a separate name (even if dread still remains part
of the larger category of suspense). Introducing the new subcategory of cin-
ematic dread implies sharpening our understanding of the various shades
of suspense. This will become even more obvious with the introduction of
the second subcategory of suspense discussed in the next chapter: cinematic
terror. Chapter 7 will be comparatively short since concepts that had to be
defined previously will play a significant role again, e.g., empathy, lived-
body constriction or inner-time consciousness.



Apprehensive Agitation
A Phenomenology of Cinematic Terror

[T]error is a passion which always produces delight when it does not
press too close.

(Edmund Burke)'

So when God keeps the future hidden, He is saying that things would
be very dull without suspense.

(Alfred Hitchcock)?

CINEMATIC TERROR: THE DEFINITION

e Fleeing a fugitive serial killer, a heavily frightened teenage girl runs

across a dark, deserted small-town street. She arrives at the house of
a befriended family, whose son she baby-sits during this last October
night. While the killer closes in, the girl desperately searches her pock-
ets for the keys. Since she cannot find them, she hysterically screams
for the boy who sleeps on the second floor. Eventually, the lights go
on in the boy’s room. He drowsily asks who is out there and then
moves on to open the door. While the killer approaches, the girl ham-
mers against the door, constantly peaks over her shoulder to observe
the stalker and begs the boy to hurry up. All the while the threaten-
ing situation is underscored by an insistent, rhythmical synthesizer
sound. Inside the house, the still half-asleep boy slowly approaches
the door. When he finally opens it, the girl rushes inside, and locks it
immediately.

Trying to escape a masked murderer who has cornered her in a garage,
a young high-school girl remains stuck in the small opening of the
garage door reserved for pets. The sadistic killer pushes the opening
button of the electric garage door, and the girl gets relentlessly pulled
towards the ceiling. Accompanied by a thunderously loud soundtrack
with a dense, booming orchestral score, she screams, kicks her legs
and frantically tries to remove her body from the fatal trap, all of
which is shown through a rapid bombardment of cuts and, at times,
extreme camera angles. Not able to move forwards or backwards, the
girl gradually approaches her imminent death.
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e Evading a horde of aliens a crew of astronauts is forced to dive
through the flooded bottom of a spaceship. Struggling its way through
the water, the group suddenly becomes aware of two monsters who
swiftly gain ground. The comparatively slow and quiet scene all of
a sudden increases pace and volume. As a female crew member falls
behind and one of the aliens comes closer and closer, the music turns
into a wild torrent, the editing into a violent stream. The panicking
woman, gripped by mortal fear, tries to escape, swimming for her
life—but the murderous alien inexorably closes in.

Taken from the movies Halloween, Scream and Alien: Resurrection these
scenes exemplify an aesthetic strategy I call ‘cinematic terror,” a frightening
subcategory of suspense. In terms of narrative content the paradigm case
of terror involves a vulnerable, extremely frightened character escaping
from a threatening monster or killer gradually coming closer. Call this the
chase-and-escape-scenario. Terror derives from the quick and loud percep-
tible temporal approach of a horrifying threat. Even if the outcome of the
scene is as yet uncertain, a negative ending seems highly probable since the
source of the danger draws near perceptibly and is therefore a known quan-
tity to us, the viewers. While in chase-and-escape scenes the character is
informed about the advancing threat, this is not always the case—think of
an unknowing character rushing toward an abyss. The crucial prerequisite
of terror is the fact that we know the nature of the threat, since for us it is
by definition always perceptibly coming closer—“not yet there, but already
present,” in the words of Béla Baldzs.?

As a consequence, the scene frightens us because the approaching threat
relentlessly urges us to fear with or for the character and to fearfully antici-
pate a negative ending for ourselves: the confrontation with a scene of horror.
In other words, similar to dread, terror is an anticipatory type of cinematic

Figure 7.1 Cinematic terror: Alien: Resurrection.
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fear in which we both feel for the endangered character and fearfully
expect a threatening outcome that promises to be horrifying—though not
shocking!—to us. (The reason why the viewer, unlike in dread, is not afraid
of a cinematic shock, will become obvious with further reading). However,
since we can follow the temporal approach of the treat and hence are able
to extrapolate the moment of collision as well as the kind of horror that
might await us at the end of the scene, the horizon of expectations shrinks in
comparison to the more open dread scene: the potential confrontation with
horror is more determined. In light of Hermann Schmitz’ advanced notion
of intentionality we might therefore distinguish terror from dread as follows:
In dread we fearfully anticipate a strongly expected, but vaguely to moder-
ately determined threat to the character (concentration section) as well as
our endangerment due to a vaguely to moderately determined confrontation
with horror and shock (anchoring point). In terror, on the other hand, we
fearfully anticipate both a strongly expected and highly determined threat to
the character (concentration section) and our endangerment due to a highly
determined confrontation with horror only (anchoring point).

In an essay on Hitchcock’s strategies of suspense, Richard Allen dis-
tinguishes between a pure and an impure type: while in the former we
are informed about the—most likely negative—outcome, in the latter the
narrative is suppressive about what will happen to the character, even if
something is fearfully expected.* If I remained purely on the level of narra-
tive content, my definitions of terror and dread would overlap with Allen’s
definitions of pure and impure suspense. However, as previously indicated,
fine-grained emotion categories should not be based solely on their inten-
tional objects and appraisals but need to take into account experiential
differences as well. Since they are strongly related to the aspect of film
form and style, a definition of suspense needs to include formal and stylistic
features—features that, in turn, are strongly intertwined with the narrative
content. I argue that prototypical terror, as a frightening subcategory of
suspense, is characterized by loudness and agitation. But why the frantic
camera movement, fast editing, accelerated mise-en-scéne and abundance
of noise, screams and loud forward-driven music? These characteristics sug-
gest themselves once we consider frightening escape scenes, chase scenes,
rescue scenes or countdown scenes as the epitome of terror: they are not
only scenes of heavy action, but also present scenarios in which time is per-
petually running out. Hence acceleration and agitation are a logical conse-
quence. A slow and quiet chase-and-escape scene might evoke all kinds of
responses, but it is hard to imagine as being fearful.

Astonishingly, the level of film form and style has hardly played a role
in most theories of suspense. This disregard is remarkable insofar as the
same propositional content can have entirely opposed effects: a director
can use the same narrative for thrilling or comic ends, depending on how
he or she presents it. I see at least two reasons why film form and style
have been ignored so often. First, theories of suspense often—explicitly or
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implicitly—tried to encompass all narrative media. However, a transme-
dial perspective ignores the distinct possibilities as well as limits of media
(like film and literature) in favor of their commonalities. As a consequence,
transmedial theories of suspense choose comprehensiveness over acuity.
This is unfortunate. While there might be (rather strong) similarities in
terms of narrative content and (rather lose) analogies in terms of aesthetic
strategies, the experiential differences between suspense in a Stephen King
novel and suspense in a Wes Craven film are considerable. Second, theories
of suspense often—explicitly or implicitly—overemphasized the thinking
part, thus ignoring the viewer’s lived-body and temporal experience. Take
Carroll’s theory of suspense, the most influential in recent years: “suspense
is (1) an emotional concomitant to the narration of a course of events (2)
which course of events points to two logically opposed outcomes (3) whose
opposition is made salient (to the point of preoccupying the audience’s
attention) and (4) where one of the alternative outcomes is morally correct
but improbable (although live) or at least no more probable than its alter-
native, while (5) the other outcome is morally incorrect or evil, but prob-
able.” Even though he talks about emotion, he is predominantly interested
in the viewer’s morally-inflected cognitive response: weighing between an
unlikely-good and a likely-bad outcome. Treating the viewer as hardly more
than a computing device asked to process the probability of two outcomes,
in his strong reliance on cognition and narration Carroll, just as most other
suspense theorists, misses the formal as well as experiential aspect. While
dread and terror often involve similar intentional objects and appraisals,
form and experience strongly diverge. In this chapter I will support the
argument that in terror three aspects are particularly salient: a narrative, a
formal and an experiential level.

Suspenseful scenes occur in many genres: westerns, detective movies,
film noirs, adventure films, disaster movies and more. This can be explained
by the fact that the larger category of suspense does not necessarily imply
fear but can evoke less intense experiences as well. While in frightening
types of suspense like terror or dread T am scared, in a non-frightening sus-
pense scene I am merely captivated—for instance when a group of burglars
screws its heist and tries to escape the police in a caper movie or when the
crucial game is on the verge of being lost in a sports movie. In accordance
with my overarching project of answering the paradox of fear, I will focus
my discussion on those suspense moments that are aimed at scaring the
audience, leaving out suspense as a general form of hope for a good out-
come and apprehension of a negative ending. Moreover, according to Car-
roll suspense encompasses the movie’s macro- and the micro-level: a film
can generate suspense on the level of the whole narrative as well as on the
basis of a particular sequence. Again, this is not how I will conceptualize
terror. The following discussion is restricted to a description of the micro-
level: I will look at terror only as a situational affective event rather than an
overarching narrative structure.
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THE NARRATIVE ASPECT: PERCEPTIBLE
APPROACH OF A HORRIFYING OUTCOME

On the level of narrative content, the viewer’s knowledge of the perceptible
temporal approach of a horrifying outcome is the first prerequisite for ter-
ror—be it a chasing monster, an abyss the character drives towards, a snap-
hook on the verge of loosening, or a ticking time bomb about to explode.
What makes a terror scene frightening is the degree of horror at stake: the
more, the scarier. And this is meant in a double sense. The potentiality
of horror matters because I fearfully anticipate what could follow in the
imminent future. As a vulnerable viewer I am threatened by horrifying—
though not shocking—sound-supported moving-images. It clearly makes a
difference in terms of fright if I expect a time bomb to tear apart the likable
hero (resulting in my confrontation with violent horror) or explode some-
where in the desert, unnoticed by anyone (entailing no horror at all).

Yet in many cases of terror the prospect of horror also comes into play
because I am horrified by the immoral and cruel intention that I have to
observe at this very moment. In fact, horror colors many terror scenes
with its dark hue, because I am forced to perceive a monster (or monstrous
behavior): the masked killer in Scream chasing Sidney (Neve Campbell)
through the house with his knife, Michael Myers hunting Laurie (Jamie
Lee Curtis) in Halloween, the angry monsters closing in on the spaceship
crew in the underwater scene from Alien: Resurrection . . . In those scenes
I am not only frightened because I vividly anticipate the killer slashing an
innocent girl in an immoral and brutal act of violence any time soon, but
also because I am appalled by the immorality and cruelty of the monster’s
intention and behavior right now. Obviously, this only goes for scenes with
a human or anthropomorphized opponent. When the threat derives from
natural disasters, bad material, the character’s own mistakes or pure bad
luck, horror does not color the scene.

As a second precondition for terror the outcome must remain open—
even if the probability of a horrifying end is quite high. If it is unambigu-
ously obvious how the scene ends since no opposing option is left, there will
be no terror. Interestingly, uncertainty about the outcome on the internal
narrative level is sufficient. In other words, the viewer might bring external
non-narrative knowledge about the ending to the scene and yet experience
terror. This is evident in scenarios that are based on well-known histori-
cal facts. We experience terror even though we know that the showdowns
in Apollo 13 (1995), which are based on the disastrous space mission of
the same name, and The Day of the Jackal (1973), which deals with the
Petit-Clamart assassination attempt on Charles de Gaulle, end positively.®
Moreover, it is undoubtedly true that people can experience terror even if
they have seen the movie once, twice or three times before and are therefore
acquainted with the outcome. Furthermore, familiarity with the workings
of a genre does not prevent terror. Even if I am completely sure that the
‘final girl” always survives the slasher film, I can be anxiously captivated
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by a terror scene. External knowledge exists as background awareness that
usually does not interfere. Its existence in the background of awareness
merely implies that we can draw upon it if needed. It lowers the threshold
which we are not supposed to cross if the terror scene should work. Hence
it can help to prevent terror if we actively draw upon it and thus deliberately
disentangle ourselves from the state of fearful immersion. Until we have
crossed this threshold, however, we are just as much in the grip of terror as
if we had no knowledge about the outcome at all. An absence of external
knowledge might therefore enhance terror only insofar as we cannot easily
cross the threshold in order to reach safe grounds.

Note that the actual outcome is not crucial for terror (just as a dread
scene is frightening no matter how it ends). Carroll is right in pointing out
that suspense pertains to the moments leading up to the outcome but not
to the outcome itself.” Look at the scenes described at the beginning of the
chapter: while example 2 (Alien: Resurrection) and 3 (Scream) end nega-
tively, in example 1 (Halloween) there is no collision between character
and approaching threat and hence no horrifying outcome. Still, viewers
will experience terror in example 1 as well. What is more, presupposing an
information surplus on the viewer’s part—the hallmark of Hitchcock’s sus-
pense definition—is unnecessary.® Although the spectator needs to know
the threat, he or she does not have to know more than the characters.
This can be gauged from terror scenes with characters informed about the
approaching threat—as in most chase-and-escape, rescue and countdown
scenes. In fact, we shall see that informed characters enable the viewer to
empathize somatically and thus increase the peculiar effect of anxious agi-
tation: The viewer follows threatened characters running away in fear with
affective and motor mimicry.

Often the necessary temporal approach of the negative outcome can be
judged from the diminishing spatial distance between the (relatively) ‘good’
character trying to flee and the (comparatively) ‘bad’ character or event
closing in. As the threat approaches spatially and temporarily, danger and
fright grow. Conversely, when the distance increases and the threat dimin-
ishes, terror decreases. This is the case first and foremost in escape scenes,
arguably the most prevalent form of terror in horror movies and thrillers.
The movies Scream and Scream 2 contain a number of moments in which
the masked killer chases the protagonist Sidney through various houses. She
manages to escape his knife only by a hair’s breadth, fighting him, shaking
him off, kicking his stomach, ducking away, rushing up the staircase, slam-
ming a door into his face, and managing to shut the door right in time . . .
The intensity of the scenes partly derives from our growing anticipation of
the impending moving-images and sounds of an innocent girl being killed
in a violent, sadistic way. In escape scenes the escapee and the threat can
be conjoined through crosscutting between two settings. Or they might be
staged in depth—a particularly potent means of intensification. The cam-
era captures the victim in the foreground and the approaching killer in the
background, thus underscoring the ever-more imminent threat—as when
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Figure 7.2 Chase-and-escape terror: Leatherface (Gunnar Hansen) and Sally (Mar-
ilyn Burns) in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.

Sally (Marilyn Burns) runs away from Leatherface (Gunnar Hansen) at the
end of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.

A similar thing can be said about the hampered-escape scene, a recurrent
version of escape terror. As the threat inexorably approaches, a character
tries to flee but cannot: because the protagonist is injured, because she is tied
to a railroad track, because the exits are blocked, because the car ignition
does not work . . . The frantic character moves nervously, while crosscutting
or staging in-depth indicate that the threat approaches quickly. Countdown
scenes, on the other hand, imply that a single character or a group is running
out of time. Here the diminishing temporal distance between the status quo
and the approaching horrifying end can be judged from a deadline, a ticking
time bomb, or an alarm that might go off any time soon. It also includes
scenes that contain ropes and cables about to tear apart or snap-hooks and
fixings on the verge of loosening. Terror is carried to an extreme when the
horrifying conclusion comes within hair’s breadth. Shortly before the film
reaches the eventual horrifying point of collision, the distance between
‘good’ and ‘bad’ has diminished to a minimum, while the threat—and thus
terror—has been maximized. One could call this particularly intense and
stressful version the in-the-nick-of-time scenario.

THE FORMAL ASPECT: ACCELERATION AND AGITATION

However, the perceptible temporal approach of a highly likely horrify-
ing outcome is merely a necessary not a sufficient condition. Prototypical



Apprebensive Agitation 209

moments of terror are defined not only by their characteristic narrative
development, but also in terms of film form and style: they generally involve
an acceleration or, more broadly speaking, an agitation on various grounds.
While this element does not play a role in most suspense theories, it cer-
tainly should. In fact, the narrative development and the formal agitation
go hand in hand. As we have seen, the narrative always involves some sort
of contest about time—a contest that becomes more and more intense the
closer the horrifying outcome approaches and the less time remains. This
is true not only for escape, chase or rescue scenes, but certainly also in
countdown scenarios where the opponent is time itself. Now, in order to
underscore the growing intensity of the temporal contest the film needs to
foreground the loss of time itself and therefore accelerates and agitates the
scene: the less time remains, the more one has to speed up.

The acceleration and agitation of the scene can be achieved through
various strategies. Among the most widespread and potent means there
is, first of all, the dollying, tracking, craning, panning, tilting, zooming,
shaking and under-cranking of the camera. The chase-and-escape scenes
in Scream, for instance, are captured with a highly mobile Steadycam that
follows the characters running through the house and up and down the
staircases. There is, second, a swift increase of the editing pace and thus a
rapid decrease of the shot length. In the example from Scream mentioned
at the beginning of this chapter the cutting rate is extremely accelerated in
comparison to previous scenes, with 23 cuts in 22 seconds.

And there is, third, the accelerated mise-en-sceéne. Think of the running,
jumping, swimming, wildly gesticulating or otherwise rapidly moving char-
acters, who try to chase, escape, or hide. Consider clouds of steam or smoke,
darting flames, muzzle flashes, flying sparks, blinking lights, alarm signals
or lightning flashes. They can set the filmic world in motion just as objects
thrown or hurled through the air can create rapid movement within the

Figure 7.3 Extreme camera angle: The death of Tatum Riley (Rose McGowan) in
Scream.
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diegesis. Another potent means of accelerating the mise-en-scéne are objects
put between the rapidly moving camera and the rapidly moving character
(or object) to be followed. When the Cary Grant and Audrey Hepburn char-
acters are involved in a chase-and-escape scenario at the end of Charade
(1963), for instance, there are fences, trees, bushes, railings, the outside wall
of a subway train and stone columns that accelerate the scene.

A fourth important factor contributing to the impression of speed and
agitation is sound—voice, noise and music in particular. We hear the often
thunderously loud sound of gunshots, fast running feet, screeching car
wheels, doors slammed shut or fearful characters breathing fast. We hear
characters frantically crying for help, exchanging rapidly delivered dia-
logue lines, warning one another or cursing each other. We hear the voice
of a board computer informing us about the impending self-destruction
of a spaceship or the monster howling while approaching rapidly. And we
hear, of course, (loud) music. The importance of musical accompaniment,
the score, can be gauged by watching a terror sequence without sound:
the degree of immersion is immediately reduced. This is why terror scenes
are almost always under-scored. Music works so well as a form of attach-
ment glue for a time-focused aesthetic strategy like terror, because it is
a particularly time-bound form of art itself. The game of retention and
protention is conspicuously at work here (in fact, Husserl used music as the
prime example for his phenomenology of inner-time consciousness) and
hence can be used to enforce the aspect of forward-leaning temporality in
terror. Of course, filmmakers cannot use any kind of music. They have to
accompany moments of terror with a particularly forceful kind of forward-
driven music: marches with drums and winds; fast piano or string music;
voluminous, dissonant orchestral sound; or insistent, rapidly hammering
and fastening electronic beats (that sometimes connote a character’s fast
heartbeat) . . . Often, the music starts out comparatively slow, then gains
pace and accelerates gradually until it eventually turns into a wild storm of
rhythm and beat.

THE EXPERIENTIAL ASPECT: ANXIOUS
AGITATION AND PROTRACTED TIME

The Viewer’s Anxious Agitation

The narrative and formal aspects are linked to the experiential one: the
viewer experiences terror in a state of anxious restlessness and agitation. It
is precisely this specific and conspicuous lived-body experience that allows
us to separate terror and dread. Again, category formation should build on
lived experience. The frightened stillness in dread and the restless agitation
in terror are sufficiently different to merit two categories. But how does the
viewer’s agitation come about?
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First, all kinds of somatic empathy with the characters come into play
and are wildly intermingled. There is motor mimicry: the running, jump-
ing, fighting or otherwise frantically moving protagonist behaves very dif-
ferently from a character in a dread scene. There is affective mimicry by
way of the fear and even panic he or she expresses via face and voice. And
there is sensation mimicry: it comes into play through the pain or exhaus-
tion the character experiences or the lack of oxygen we feel in an under-
water chase-and-escape scene such as the one from Alien: Resurrection
described at the beginning. I would assume that this is one of the cases
where the hard-science approach to film studies could support my point.
The discovery of mirror neurons and the use of PET scans or fMRI images
might yield scientific evidence to my phenomenological descriptions.’

However, it would be reductive to deduce the viewer’s lived-body agita-
tion in terror from character empathy alone. This becomes obvious in sus-
penseful car chase scenes. Think of the classic scenarios in Bullitt (1968),
Duel (1971) or Death Proof (2007). It would be astonishing if the view-
er’s agitation derived wholly from the few scattered character shots. Even
stronger support for this argument derives from scenes in which characters
are entirely uninformed about an approaching danger—scenes in which a
mountaineer’s rope is about to loosen, in which a submarine is about to
be hit by an undiscovered torpedo, in which a car is about to lose a wheel.
While the characters remain relaxed because of ignorance, the tempo of the
film often accelerates considerably. There might be crosscutting between
the rope and the character. Or the camera might follow the torpedo rush-
ing through the water, underscored by a thunderous soundtrack. In those
scene we cannot empathize with the character; instead we empathize with
the film and its accelerated editing, mise-en-scéne, camera movements and
music. What I have implicitly presumed in earlier chapters must now be
stated more explicitly: the viewer experiences the film as a subject-object
(or quasi-subject) of its own. Vivian Sobchack and—more recently—Daniel
Frampton have vividly underlined this point.

Sobchack argues that we perceive the film as a dynamic gestalt that is
itself invisible but visibly expresses its own perception—the film is a visual
subject-object. “The film lives its perception without volition—if within the
vision—of the spectator. It visibly acts visually and, therefore, expresses
and embodies intentionality in existence and at work in a world,” Sobchack
notes.!! Likewise, Frampton asserts that the viewer feels the presence of an
organizing and thoughtful agent or intentionality. It is this filmic intention-
ality that we empathize with just as much as we empathize with the charac-
ters. We do not merely feel with or for a character, but empathize with the
film more generally. Conceiving of the film as a form of intentionality helps
to account for and integrate into our experience the various forms of film
style. Sobchack maintains that through its intentional perceptive activity
and visible behavior the filmic subject-object expresses a specific personal
style. Similarly, Frampton observes different types of “cinematic form of
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behavior”!? If this is true, it certainly makes a difference if a film develops
(‘behaves’) slowly and without a clearly defined telos or moves extremely
fast towards a horrifying goal.

Thomas Elsaesser talks about the “energy emanating from the viewing
situation® in the cinema: pinned to the seat the viewer cannot choose the
motility he or she prefers, but depends on the movie’s tempo and rhythm.!
If terror scenes are by definition scenes of action (even though not every
action scene is a terror scene), a strong discrepancy between the viewer’s
motionless viewing position and his or her experience of filmic move-
ment and acceleration entails. While passively bound to the theater seat,
the viewer is simultaneously ‘set in motion” by empathically observing the
onscreen action. But this discrepancy need not be a problem. Quite the
contrary: often it comes as a relief. “Whenever for some reason or other the
energy [of the viewing situation is] not managed by a film, or where tension
is not ‘objectified’ in terms of conflict, suspense etc. the audience often pro-
duces ‘fall-out’ reactions, such as restlessness, aggressiveness, (irritation,
protective laughter, verbal comment) or a feeling of boredom, claustropho-
bia,” Elsaesser notes.!

In dread, the slow movement of the character and the film in general are
somewhat congruent with the filmgoer’s viewing position—which enhances
lived-body constriction precisely because there is no ‘inner motion’ that
compensates for the passivity of the viewing situation. In terror, on the
other hand, the viewer ‘runs’ with the character or the accelerated film.
Drawing on his or her embodied memory (or carnal knowledge) of how
it feels to escape while bound to Sidney (in Scream) or Sally (in The Texas
Chainsaw Massacre) in empathic motor mimicry, the viewer’s body is
strongly implicated. However, comparable to those nightmares in which
one tries to escape but somehow is not able move on, the threat closes in
and one feels not fast enough. Bodily tension accumulates and is released
only once the scene is over or the character has managed to escape in the
nick of time. Hence dread is defined by an experience of immobility and
dead silence, whereas terror puts the viewer into a state of acceleration and
agitation. While in dread the viewer is pressed deep down into and bound
to her seat, in terror she seems to be sitting on the edge of her seat.

But lest we make the mistake of a purely mechanistic stimulus-response
argument, let me hasten to add: just because there is a lot of action going
on does not explain the peculiar agitated state of terror. If we think of mon-
tage sequences, music-clip-like intermezzi or purely spectacular destruction
scenes, we have to conclude that not every fast or agitated scene is terrifying.
In fact, the bombardment of a strong sound and image input can become
tiresome. This is why formal and narrative aspects are conjoined in my
account. In contrast to montage sequences or music-clip intermezzi, terror
scenes are teleologically directed toward their solution: we strongly antici-
pate a horrifying outcome to the characters and ourselves (and are often
horrified by a current act of immoral and cruel intention). The outcome is
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crucial not simply as a cognitive weighing of good and bad. We anticipato-
rily fear with or for a character who faces a horrifying end (the concentra-
tion section of terror). And we anxiously anticipate a strong, potentially
overwhelming experience that might happen to ourselves: a moment of cin-
ematic horror (the anchoring point of terror). Likewise, we are agitated not
only because of character empathy, but due to empathy with the agitated
subject-object of the film as whole.

If we take this argument seriously, there is an important corollary to
my description of the agitated viewing experience: it could provide a more
fine-grained answer to Carroll’s ‘paradox of suspense.” Carroll is perplexed
by the fact that people can consume the same suspense fiction again and
again with no loss of affect. How is recidivism possible, he wonders, if most
suspense theories rely on the recipient’s uncertainty about the outcome?
Unlike Carroll, who takes into account both film and literature, I want to
restrict my answer to the film experience. Here are three additions to Car-
roll’s purely cognitive answer. First, in a cinematic terror scene the viewer is
affected by pre-cognitive somatic empathy no matter if he or she knows the
outcome or not: particularly the ‘inner motions’ of motor mimicry (run-
ning, jumping, fighting etc.) as well as the direct emotional contagion via
facial expression of affective mimicry (extreme anticipatory fear) are hardly
avoidable. The same goes for my second argument: the general acceleration
and agitation of the scene and hence the empathy with the film as a subject-
object. It affects the spectator despite prior viewings. My third point per-
tains to those terror scenes in which we are anxiously appalled by the sheer
viciousness of the intention portrayed. The disproportional immorality and
disturbing cruelty affects us and is therefore still valid even if we have seen
this mean act before. Hence Carroll is right: the spectator who feels sus-
pense on second and third viewing is far from irrational.

Dense and Protracted Time

Back in 1924 film theorist Béla Balazs argued that chase-scene suspense
ranges among the most reliable effects of the movies because of its fore-
grounding of time. In his study Der sichtbare Mensch, which contains
some of the most valuable early remarks on the phenomenology of time
at the movies, he notes: “There is no other art that could represent danger
like the movies. In every other representation it is either not yet there or
already there. But the fate of the reels, the danger in sight, which is not
yet there, but already present, is a special film motive. In chase scenes the
movie can divide and stretch the minutes of fear and hope into visible dra-
matic seconds through its ‘soon, soon!” and ‘still not yet’ and thus show
not only the impact of fate but also fate itself in its silent flight through
time.”"* No doubt, time is crucial in terror. The visible temporal approach
of the threat pushes time to the fore precisely because the characters can
never have enough of it. As in a sandglass their remaining amount of time
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is relentlessly decreasing. No matter if they flee from the bloody hands of
the serial killer, try to keep the hungry monster at bay or rush towards the
rescue of the endangered heroine—the characters are always short of time,
losing time, running out of time. In countdown scenes the salience of time
is particularly obvious: clocks or time bombs are recurrently on display.

Yet the viewers not only perceive the significance that time has for the
characters, but also directly experience it in their embodied here and now.
Obviously, no direct correlation exists. A fictive experimental film thema-
tizing time by adding the displays of numerous clocks would not necessarily
foreground the lived experience of time. However, in terror it is the experi-
ence of inner-time that becomes accentuated itself. Since the viewer hopes
that the extremely rapidly and perceptibly approaching horrifying outcome
might be averted as soon as possible, experienced time is protracted: the
positive ending never comes fast enough but is always somehow delayed.
Hence urgent questions arise: When is the killer finally shaken off? When
does the engine start at last? When is the time bomb eventually defused?
Again, Balazs is perceptible here. With regard to suspense scenes in Griffith
films with a catastrophe approaching fast, Baldzs notes that narrative tempo
and formal tempo diverge and therefore create a protracted time experi-
ence: “The tempo of the plot and the tempo of the images diverge here.
The tempo of the plot seems to stand still whereas the tempo of the images
becomes more and more agitated and hurried. The images are quicker and
shorter, and with this rhythm boost the atmosphere to utmost excitement.
However, the plot does not move forward. This breathless state of the last
instant is often extended to a whole act. The axe is already lifted up, the
fuse is already burning, but a storm of images still rushes past [ . . . ]. With
the accelerando of the second-long images simultaneously comes a ritar-
dando of the hours.”'¢ Just like dread, then, terror foregrounds inner-time
experience. But where do terror and dread differ?

Let us hark back to my example of the clock on the desk whose shrill,
biting alarm will go off any time soon. We experience a difference when
we don’t know the exact alarm time, but know that it will start any second
(as, so to speak, in dread) or when we know the time of the alarm and have
the dial of the clock approaching the deadline visibly in front of us (as, so
to speak, in terror). In both cases we know that something will occur and
we therefore anticipate. However, in case of dread the approaching zelos
is invisible and its temporal arrival less determined. And this underdeter-
mination is also true for the threat to both the characters and the viewers.
In our fear for Clarice we have to take into account Jame Gumb’s numer-
ous options—options that could potentially exceed our means of psychic
self-protection; in our fear for ourselves we have to anticipate horror and
shock. In terror, on the other hand, the approach of the threat is perceptible
and the outcome therefore more determined. In our fear for Sally we see
that Leatherface approaches with his chainsaw and we can therefore limit
the outcome options; in our fear for ourselves we do not have to anticipate
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shock but only horror—and type of horror that is itself more determined,
because the horizon of expectations is foreseeable. As a consequence, dread
differs from terror in its heightened form of anticipation: since the threat-
ening object is clearly visible in terror, we do not have to scan the filmic
world and its temporal horizon as thoroughly as in dread. In dread we
focus intensely on a more open temporal horizon, whereas in terror we are
glued to the approaching threat. Plus: there is often a somewhat stronger
focus on the now in terror, whereas in dread there is the double future
potential of horror and shock. While in dread we anxiously ask “What is
going to happen? And when will it take place?” during moments of terror
we fearfully exclaim to ourselves “This should not happen! Please escape
soon!” Nevertheless, in both cases we experience time as extremely dense.
In terror the narrative also pushes towards a telos: the time experience is
leaning towards its protentional side (even if we are often simultaneously
appalled by the viciousness happening right now). Just as in dread, the fact
that the scene progresses unstoppably and irreversibly increases our emo-
tional involvement: we cannot keep the source of threat at bay but visibly
and mercilessly approach it. As if sitting in a rollercoaster on the way up,
we are ‘in the hands’ of a machine whose grip we are unable to escape.
We finally have to come back to the question why terror involves the
anticipation of horror but not shock. Hitchcock famously distinguished
between surprise and suspense. Surprise implies the unanticipated, disrup-
tive outcome of a scene: the sudden explosion of a bomb under the protago-
nist’s table. Suspense, on the other hand, derives from the viewer knowing
that something negative will happen: a bomb is planted under the protago-
nist’s table without his knowledge."” In Hitchcock’s account surprise and
suspense are mutually exclusive. This is true—but not the way he thought.
Hitchcock argued that the audience cannot be forewarned and surprised
by one and the same threat; in other words one cannot anticipatorily fear
an outcome and be shocked by the very same ending. For Hitchcock sud-
denness and unexpectedness are crucial elements of surprise. Since in ter-
ror the temporal approach of the threat is perceptible, it cannot suddenly
and unexpectedly take us by surprise. However, as I have argued in my
discussion of cinematic shock, we can strongly anticipate an outcome—
and nevertheless be shocked. For instance, the film might deliberately dis-
tract us or the shock may be stronger than expected. Just think of the
bomb-under-the-table scenario: Even if a countdown indicated the exact
time of the explosion, the detonation might still shock us because of we are
momentarily sidetracked or because the impact is stronger than expected
(due to sheer loudness or a forceful-object strategy). This is certainly one of
the reasons why dread scenes work so effectively: Even though we strongly
expect a moment of shock, we are still afraid of its affective impact.
Hence shock and terror must be mutually exclusive in a different way.
Since prototypical terror scenes are by definition accelerated and agitated,
their high speed and sound intensity do not allow for the rupture of a rapid
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visual change and a stabbing increase of loudness that are essential for
cinematic shocks (see Chapter 5). Speaking in gestalt theoretical terms,
the discrepancy between the preceding moment of terror and the potential
shock is not strong enough so that the latter could stand as a figure on
the ground of the former. In contrast to the vulnerable stillness of dread,
the agitation of terror makes us invulnerable to shock. Harking back to
the example from Scream at the beginning of this chapter: the scene does
not evoke the kind of anticipatory fear of shock known from dread simply
because the rupture could not be effective enough. The scene is so loud and
fast-paced that we intuitively feel: the figure of shock cannot stand out from
its ground. What we are anticipatorily afraid of is the personal horror we
would have to endure if the imminent and anticipated violent killing of the
high-school girl became true—both in terms of character empathy and our
own fear of horrific moving-images and sounds.

TERROR VS. DREAD: SIMILAR BUT UNEQUAL

Since the distinction between terror and dread might belong to the more
controversial claims of this study, let me summarize the most important
points. In both cases the viewer is curious and fearful about the outcome
and therefore anticipatorily directed toward the telos. In both cases he or
she potentially leans toward the future and scans the immediate temporal
horizon. And in both cases the event is known to include a danger not
only to the character but also to the viewer—which is the reason why he
or she anxiously expects the outcome in the first place. As a result of this
emotional involvement, both aesthetic strategies are strongly immersive.
Much like dread, terror implicates all forms of immersion: spatial immer-
sion since often enough the agitation of the scene derives from an acceler-
ated movement through filmic space; temporal immersion since the viewer
anticipates the horrifying outcome, while simultaneously hoping for a posi-
tive ending; emotional immersion since the viewer fearfully follows the
action and anticipates the danger that awaits him- or herself at the end of
the scene.

What are the main differences between dread and terror? While the
paradigm case of terror is the chase-and-escape scenario, alone-in-the-dark
scenes best exemplify dread. While in terror I know the nature of the threat
due to its perceptible approach, in dread the exact nature of the danger that
threatens the characters and me as a viewer is still uncertain. In terror I can
approximate the time of horror’s arrival, whereas in dread T cannot judge
the temporal advent of horror and shock (even if I expect it anytime soon).
Terror is hectic, loud and fast, whereas dread is almost unmoving, quiet
and slow. While in terror we are afraid of a fairly determined form of hor-
ror (but no shock), in dread we fear shock and a rather undetermined form
of horror. Moreover, in those cases where a horrifying monster chases the
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character with an immoral and cruel intention, the viewer’s fear is not pri-
marily directed to the future (as in dread), but remains partially rooted in
the present: I am not only anticipating in suspense, but I am also observing
in a state of horrifying suspense—the cinematic horror that shines through
the monster’s immoral and cruel intention colors my experience.

The results are different phenomenologies: a character slowly and qui-
etly entering a lonely, dark place clearly yields a different experience than
an agitated escape scene crosscutting from a panicking character to a furi-
ous monster. Phenomenologically, the former is defined by dead silence in
which one could hear a needle drop: we hardly dear to breathe, let alone
move in our seats. The latter is experienced as an inner acceleration and
agitation that keeps the viewer on the edge of the seat. But if the phenom-
enological experience (as well as the formal and stylistic aspect) is differ-
ent in both cases, why rely exclusively on the narrative level as a basis of
category formation?

It has been a crucial if implicit assumption of this study that the aesthetic
strategies discussed here—horror, shock, dread and terror—are not mutu-
ally exclusive but can be combined and permutated in various ways. This
certainly goes for dread and terror as well. Often enough, both aesthetic
strategies easily and swiftly succeed each other or even alternate. The alter-
nation enables a quick succession of arousing lived-body metamorphoses
that are experienced as pleasurable. What is more, precisely because dread
scenes are dominated by stillness and quietude the fastness and agitation of
the terror sequence can stand out (or vice versa): dread marks the ground
for the figure of terror (or vice versa).

To be sure, the two categories blur at their respective fringes, which
implies that we cannot separate them neatly once and for all. This is nec-
essarily so since my discussion of categories relies on the prototype view:
instances of a category vary in the degree to which they share certain prop-
erties, and consequently vary in the degree to which they represent the
category. Since terror and dread—two types of anticipatory fear at the mov-
ies—are related, it is unavoidable that less representative instances shade
into each other. Since my distinction between dread and terror depends
strongly on narrative and formal differences, the categories can overlap
once the narrative and formal ingredients are mixed.

Just take the scene from The Pelican Brief in which a group of killers
chase a young law student (Julia Roberts) and a journalist (Denzel Wash-
ington) through a parking garage. The two amiable protagonists manage
to escape the line of fire by a hair’s breadth and hide quietly and hardly
breathing between the rear of a car and a concrete wall. One of the kill-
ers slowly, cautiously and very quietly looks for them between the parked
vehicles. The smooth camera tracks her slowly. The soundtrack becomes
quiet. Only some ambient sounds and the approaching footsteps can be
heard. The killer looks around keenly, when she spots the protagonists’
reflection in an outside mirror. With her handgun in firing position she
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gradually comes creeping up, step-by-step, without the protagonists real-
izing it . . . How do we categorize this scene? On the one hand, the threat
visibly approaches, and thus points toward terror. On the other hand, the
scene contains an important feature of dread: the stillness of the scene,
which enables the expectation of both horror and shock. (A moment of
shock, indeed, brings the scene to a close when a dog suddenly starts to
bark inside one of the cars).

Of course, granting that there are overlaps does not imply that the
respective prototypes are not quite different. The fact that we cannot sepa-
rate these categories neatly should not prevent us from categorizing. As
mentioned, I consider it useful to find other, more fine-grained categories
to describe a wider range of aesthetic strategies and emotions for which we
hitherto do not have a name.

The phenomenological investigations have yielded two central pleasures
of horrifying, shocking, dreadful and terrifying encounters with movies: a)
precious moments of subjective intensity including some remarkable meta-
morphoses of the lived body and a foregrounding of time and b) valuable
moments of collectivity. In the final chapters I will argue that these plea-
sures are intricately and inseparably interwoven with the current state of
advanced modernity. The paradoxical problem why we experience pleasure
in the face of fear can be resolved more convincingly if we do not simply
claim pleasures per se but take into account the socio-cultural questions
to which the fearful pleasures respond. Putting the cinema of fear into
this larger framework, however, implies a change of perspective: from the
micro-analytical poetics and phenomenology of threatening aesthetic strat-
egies and their concomitant fearful lived-body, time and collective experi-
ences to a speculative macro-analysis of the cinema’s place within advanced
modernity and its counterbalancing function vis-a-vis the transformations
brought about by the processes of civilization and modernization.
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8 Moments of Intensity

Lived-Body Metamorphoses
and Experienced Time

If people choose to spend some time with a movie rather than with
their lives, it must be because the movie gives them something their
lives do not.

(Gerald Mast)!

Fulfillment of a human need for enjoyment and, in particular, for
enjoyable excitement which balances the even control of feelings in
non-leisure life is, I believe, one of the basic functions which human
societies have to satisfy.

(Norbert Elias)?

INTRODUCTION: COUNTERBALANCING THE
CHANGES OF ADVANCED MODERNITY

In his essay, “The Metropolis and Mental Life” (1903), Georg Simmel
claims that faced with the unpredictable, rapid, overwhelming effects of
the modern city individuals have to find modes of adaptation to maintain
their psychic integrity. Against the intensified nervous activity of the city
they develop their intellect as a protective organ.’ In contrast to small-town
and rural dwellers, people from the city cannot respond emotionally but
have to react with blaséness and reserve. As a consequence, there is a blunt-
ing of sensitivity to the differences among things: everything appears in a
“homogenous, flat and gray color.” Walter Benjamin’s critical evaluation
of modernity contains a comparable thesis about a lack of experience. In
modernity individuals are confronted with constant fragmentary stimula-
tions that he calls “chocks.” Whether at the assembly line or on the battle-
field, whether in street traffic or in confrontations with urban masses, in
modernity the experience of “chock” has become the norm. Against this
sensory bombardment the self erects “consciousness” as a constant stimu-
lus protection. This protective shield prevents the integration of stimuli into
non-superficial, penetrating experiences. Everything remains on the level of
events instead.’ The everyday world of modernity is described as a disen-
chanted realm of mechanistic and habituated actions. Performing routine
habits, we dwell in the world mostly instrumentally and goal-oriented and
are thus deprived of deep and penetrating experiences possible first and
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foremost under non-instrumental, non-routinized circumstances. Around
the very same time, John Dewey expressed similar thoughts about expe-
rience: “Ordinary experience is often infected with apathy, lassitude and
stereotype. We get neither the impact of quality through sense nor the
meaning of things through thought. The ‘world’ is too much with us as
burden or distraction. We are not sufficiently alive to feel the tang of sense
nor yet to be moved by thought. We are oppressed by our surroundings or
are callous to them.”® Because of distraction and dispersion, extraneous
interruptions or inner lethargy experiences are either inchoate; or they are
dominantly practical and consist of overt doings that might be efficient but
are too automatic to become experiences in an emphatic sense.”

Read after more than 70 years, these theories of modernity sound sur-
prisingly well and alive. Blunting of sensitivity and reserve (Simmel); stim-
ulus protection and routinization (Benjamin); apathy and automatization
(Dewey)—however we describe the reactions to the overwhelming, acceler-
ated effects of advanced modern life, in either case we face an overflow that
we have to be aware of and respond to so that we often cannot integrate
them and round them out into deep experiences. Even if objectively there
is an overabundance of sensory stimulation, subjectively we often feel a
lack of stimulation-as-deep-experience. As a consequence, life is frequently
considered ‘flat’ and ‘superficial.’ In order to have a ‘deep, ‘penetrating’
experience it needs to be ‘en-grossing’—or rather we need to be ‘in’ it. The
‘deeper’ the experience, the more appropriate it is to describe ourselves as
being ‘in’ it.* We are lost ‘in’ thought; we are immersed ‘in’ a game; we are
‘in” love—these are experiences with depth and therefore stand out from
everyday life.

In order to get from superficial event to penetrating experience, a deep
and complete interpenetration of self and the world of objects and events is
required.” When this interpenetration of self and world is missing, things
are somehow experienced but not in the way that Dewey vigorously calls
“an experience”: a vital, enduring moment that stands out from what went
before and what came after.’ In Dewey’s understanding a true experience
needs to be rounded out as a consciously attended, sufficiently complex and
integral event without holes and dead centers so that its close is a consum-
mation and not a cessation. He writes: “we have an experience when the
material experienced runs its course to fulfillment. Then and then only is it
integrated within and demarcated in the general stream of experience from
other experiences.”!!

If we add the suggestions of Simmel, Benjamin and Dewey, we have to con-
clude that an experience is vital only if it is non-automatic and non-routinized;
uninterrupted and without dead centers; integrated and rounded out; deep and
penetrating. In modern life these precious moments are not easy to grasp. In
the following sections I will look at our desire for vital experiences from two
angles: disembodiment and acceleration. Disembodiment and acceleration
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are two of the prices to be paid for the numerous benefits that come with
the processes of civilization and modernization. As a consequence, we have
to actively pursue the pleasurable experience of the lived body and the deep
experience of time by other means. I will argue that aesthetic experience—
and the fearful cinematic situation of the multiplex more specifically—is one
possibility our differentiated societies provide us to gain deep lived-body and
time experiences. Encounters with aesthetic objects like frightening movies
thus acquire a counterbalancing potential.

A similar thing is true for the transformations of collectivity, which will
be at the heart of Chapter 9. Advanced modernity is characterized by a
destabilization of institutions that in pre-modern and earlier modern soci-
eties helped to bind people together. Today, the social order of the nation
state is in decline. The importance of class has long decreased. God and
religion lose their binding power over their adherents and become a pas-
time choice among many. The tight knot of the family is untied. Local
milieus are less closely bound. Active participation in community organiza-
tions crumbles. The once lifelong social frame of work as a vocation with
special skills is on the wane . . . I do not claim that these developments
follow a straight, linear trajectory with no pushs and pulls and possibilities
for reversal. But I do presuppose a certain direction: the process of mod-
ernization de-traditionalized and, more positively connoted, individual-
ized western societies. While the modern individual gains enormously in
individuality and freedom, he or she has to find new forms of collectivity.
Belongingness is also individualized.

Not surprisingly, the swift and ever-changing maelstrom of modernity has
swept along numerous metaphors of transformation that oscillate ambiva-
lently between admiration and condemnation, between gratitude and fear.
In one of the most famous passages from the Communist Manifesto, for
instance, Marx and Engels write: “All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their
train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions are swept away, all
new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid
melts into air . . .”'2 One consequence of this transformation of traditions is
an oft-uttered, oft-described, oft-lamented feeling of disintegration and even
loneliness—a feeling which the collective experience of fearful movies can
counter with a particular form of post-traditional belongingness.

To be sure, there is a certain limit of how far we can take the counter-
balancing effect of the movies. Obviously, the cinematic experience is tran-
sitory and fleeting. When the film is over after 120 minutes or so, we are
released into our normal everyday lives. On the one hand, this is a blessing,
because we cannot—and therefore do not have to—inhabit the filmic world
for good. But there is also a flipside to it. Aesthetic experience, once fin-
ished, often leaves a feeling of loss. We look back with nostalgia precisely
because the intense pleasures of aesthetic experience evaporate as quickly
as the perfume-smell of a stunningly beautiful passerby.
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DISEMBODIMENT IN ADVANCED MODERN SOCIETIES

The notion of dis-embodiment seems apposite to me. In its reliance on the
phenomenological term embodiment it describes best what I imply here. It
is neither the loss of the body per se nor the decline of sensory stimulation
that is at stake, but the waning of deep and comprehensive lived-body expe-
riences (Leiberfabrungen). The fact that we are in the midst of an ongo-
ing process of disembodiment—or bodily suppression—has four reasons.
First, increasing social interdependence necessitates both conscious and
internalized forms of self-control, which result in a leveling of affectivity.
As a university teacher in a modern urban environment I am much more
dependent on others—and therefore have to weigh my reactions to them
in a much more nuanced way—than, say, a medieval farmer. Second, due
to the differentiation of our complex life-world into isolated spheres the
body comes into play increasingly selective. In the office I use my eyes,
my brain, my hands, whereas in the gym I predominantly work out with
my arms and legs. Third, as a consequence of industrialization and tech-
nological innovation everyday life is largely sedentary: the body remains
(comparatively) inactive. On the way to work I sit in my car; in the office
I sit behind the computer; at night I sit at the dinner table and in front of
the television. Fourth, in everyday life the body is often functionalized for
routine instrumental purposes. When we take the subway to the office and
toil away nine hours behind the desk, the body functions more as an auto-
mated means to an end than something to be experienced in its own right.
As Gernot Bohme comments laconically: “In our world you cannot afford
to be a trully sensual human being—at any rate, this is not recommendable
while driving a car.“!® As a consequence, everyday life allows only scattered
moments of deeply felt experience, short stints in the realm of the sensual.

Of course, the body is far from absent in today’s culture. In its objectified,
represented form it is everywhere around us: in the media and in advertis-
ing, at the movies and other forms of art, in medical and various academic
discourses (from philosophy and cultural studies to neuroscience and gen-
der studies). The celebration of youth, fitness, wellness, health and beauty
is indicative for the value of the body as a communicative signifier and sym-
bolic practice. Moreover, numerous institutions and leisure practices exist
that grant us an experience of the body: from playing soccer, working-out
at the gym or visiting yoga classes to roller-coaster riding, bungee-jumping
and free-climbing, from the ecstasy-high at a techno rave or rollerblading
through the city to a wellness massage or a three-star seven-course dinner.
With some justification one can speak of a “body boom” (Karl-Heinrich
Bette) or a “somatic turn” (Richard Shusterman).'*

How can we reconcile this simultaneity of body suppression and body
boom? There is a correlation at work: the body boom is nothing else than
the flipside of body suppression. What is taken away by the habituated-
instrumental, self-controlled, selective and comparatively rare experience
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of the body in everyday life needs to be added by scattered and temporary
body revalorizations. Structural characteristics of modernity like differen-
tiation, rationalization, domestication of nature or industrialization have
brought this simultaneity into being—or, more accurately, modernity has
increased and accelerated a tendency that has existed all along. In fact, the
process of civilization always means suppression of the body. Just think
of the (speculative) account Freud develops in Civilization and its Discon-
tents (1929): since the human drives cannot be satisfied at will, they must
be bridled. In exchange for security and communality, eros has to be held
in check by taboos, and aggression needs to be controlled by (internal-
ized) rules and laws."> The process of modernization merely adds another
turn of the screw and thus necessitates increased counterstrategies of body
revalorization. These counterstrategies are, of course, themselves subject to
characteristics of modernity like differentiation and rationalization. Since
a return to a pre-modern status ante is impossible, these strategies of body
revalorization are bound to counter in a differentiated and rationalized
manner. Hence they never work comprehensively.

Even if my accounts of disembodiment and revalorization of the body
imply long-term changes in a specific direction, I do not argue for a straight,
linear increase without pushes and pulls. Nor do I claim that both devel-
opments run exactly parallel. Both assumptions would be distorting and
naive. What I do claim, is that today we are trapped in the predicament of
a simultaneity of the non-simultaneous. From an evolutionary perspective
advanced modern societies and the body of modern man are in disharmony
because bodily evolution could not keep pace with the speed of change.
This discrepancy results in diseases of civilization and feelings of lack.

This is not to say that one should endorse an essentialist, monolithic
body ontology. No doubt, we need to contextualize the body historically
and culturally. But while we readily admit that the body is co-constructed
according to different historical and cultural discourses and practices of
race, class, gender, ethnicity, age etc., there is always a slight danger of
overlooking our common embodiment. The body subsists through cultural
and historical influence—even while it is always already intertwined with
it. Carol Bigwood coins the fitting oxymoron of the body as an “indeter-
minate constancy”™: “we exist simultaneously in cultural and natural ways
that are inextricably tangled. We are always already situated in an intersub-
jective (and thereby already cultural), spatiotemporal, fleshy (and thereby
already natural) world before we creatively adopt a personal position in
it.”1¢ If this is the case, we have to deal with the fact that there are limits to
the ‘plasticity’ of the body. Man is a highly malleable and variable being,
but one can only go so far before the body reclaims its rights. Writes Rich-
ard Shusterman: “Evolutionary adaptation alone will be far too slow to
keep pace with our environment’s heightened rate of rapid change. [ . . . ]
the rapid changes of advanced technological society have created a crisis
for our bodies, which demands an increased level of somatic attention.”'”
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Hence we feel forced to counter the lack of deep and comprehensive lived-
body experiences by revalorizing the body in various ways.

Roots of Disembodiment: The Civilizing Process and Modernization

A certain abstraction, control and distancing of the body is always part of
an individual’s development. The body is never naturally given. It cannot
be experienced in a pre-cultural fullness and entirety. Such an essentialist
understanding of the body cannot even be thought. In order to develop
a stable identity the individual has to manage, repress and distance itself
from the discontinuous and threatening aspects of the body: blood, urine,
feces, pus, sweat, body odor etc. Developing a discrete, differentiated cor-
poreality not only requires an initial separation from the mother’s womb,
but an ability to decide which parts and products of one’s body are dirty
and socially unacceptable. In other words, the individual’s enculturation
entails the control, repression or hiding of certain aspects of the body.
But while this might be an aspect of the human condition in general,
there is always a strong influence of the specific cultural context on one’s
attitude towards the body. Hence Norbert Elias writes: “The learning of
self-control [ . . . ] is a human universal, a common condition of human-
ity. [ . .. ] What can change, and what in fact have changed during the
long development of humanity, are social standards of self-control and
the manner in which they are made to activate and to pattern an individu-
al’s natural potential for delaying, suppressing, transforming, in short, for
controlling in various ways elementary drives and other spontaneous feel-
ing impulses.”'® The historical processes of civilization and moderniza-
tion have pushed the degree of disembodiment to a degree that demands
increasing care for the body.

AsElias demonstrates, the marginalization and strong control of the body
is a necessary, unavoidable, unplanned and in its specific manifestations
often coincidental by-product of what he calls “the civilizing process.”"’ It
implies that human behavior has to change towards disembodiment once
a society becomes increasingly complex. The growing socio-economic dif-
ferentiation necessitates a higher level of social interdependence. Once indi-
vidual members depend more strongly on each other and once their actions
have to be coordinated more minutely, they need to modulate and regu-
late their behavior so that it becomes more calculable and stable and less
spontaneous and affective. Conscious self-restraint as well as internalized,
quasi-automatic self-control work hand in hand to keep the emotions in
check and help to defer the gratifications of our drives and wishes. Conse-
quently, in complex societies there is only a comparatively limited scope for
the experience of strong feelings.?’ Conditions of high excitement—strong
antipathies, hot anger or wild hatred just as much as unconditional devo-
tion or unrestrained hilarity—are disqualified as strange or even abnormal.
As a result, individuals in complex societies have a different amount and
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quality of emotional experiences—and hence of the lived body—than their
counterparts in less civilized societies.

This is also the case due to a straightforwardly positive development,
namely the relief of crises and threat situations still encountered in rural,
less industrialized societies. Seriously critical situations that generate a ten-
dency to act in a highly excited manner have strongly decreased: famines,
floods, epidemics, violence by socially superior persons or by strangers have
been brought under stricter control than ever before. The economic fluctua-
tions and crises of today’s affluent societies are less liable to elicit strong,
spontaneous excitement. Fluctuations of this type are more impersonal;
the sorrows and the joys connected with them are in a different key. Hence
uncontrolled and uncontrollable outbreaks of strong communal excite-
ment have become less frequent. In both cases—regulated behavior and
relief of external causes—there is a similar effect: the emotional amplitude
decreases; the affective ups and downs are less extreme; the transitions
from one emotion to the next slow down. The lived body and its emotional
metamorphoses are not experienced as deeply and radically anymore.

However, disembodiment derives not only from the leveled affectivity
characteristic of the civilizing process, but also from the increasingly selec-
tive and inactive use of the body due to such developments as differentia-
tion, industrialization and technological innovation commonly associated
with modernization. One only has to think of two institutions characteris-
tic of complex societies in order to illustrate how differentiation affects the
body: money and law. By way of the introduction of money as an impar-
tial, indirect means for the exchange of goods the individual and its body
necessarily recede into the background: the expressive, verbal faculties of
bartering, necessary in a society based on direct exchange, are no longer in
place. The active, bodily performance of the bargaining consumer becomes
replaced by passive inspecting and buying. And when law and order become
monopolized in the political hands of the territorial state, the strong con-
nection between bodily and social power is untied. Since bodily violence is
sanctioned and professed by the state, random acts of cruelty by the ‘fittest’
are held in check. Today, no matter if physically strong or weak, individu-
als have equal rights in court. As a result, in a highly differentiated modern
society the body is functionally relevant only in very selective aspects.?!
Capitalism asks for the consuming body, sports for the muscular body, sci-
ence for the embodied mind etc.

Industrialization and technological innovation imply massive benefits
and gains, but they are also further driving forces behind the background-
ing of the body. A plethora of material practices in our life-world supports
this claim. Factories, machines and robots have largely replaced the human
hand and thus loosened the strong tie between labor and the body. Hard
labor made way for white-collar office work at the computer. At work and
beyond, technologies of rapid communication allow us to transcend the
limits once imposed by the body, cutting the link between participation and
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presence: telephone, radio, television and internet enable active involvement
in events thousands of kilometers away even if we have moved corporeally
only from bedroom to living room. Writing an email does not only imply
that I can remain seated in front of the computer in order to contact some-
one else, but also that I can refrain from using voice, facial expressions and
gestures. Or think of current forms of transportation. Distances are not
laboriously crossed by foot, on horse or via stagecoach but in comfortable,
highly accelerated machines that easily fuse with our bodies. In fact, one of
the goals of traveling today is to efface the body as thoroughly as possible:
the seated, immovable passenger is passively transported like a package and
thus does not register the sensual quality of movement.?? Today we do not
move about on our own but we are mostly moved by machines. Conversely,
what we would normally have to approach spatially comes to us directly:
the home delivery of books, DVDs, pizzas or groceries is a case in point.
These random examples illustrate that our technological culture is largely
a sedentary one that gives insufficient due to a body otherwise experienced
more often and comprehensively.

This backgrounding of our lived bodies is evident also in a very dif-
ferent arena: in intellectual discourses and their Cartesian dream of get-
ting rid of the stubborn flesh and freeing (transcendental) consciousness
from its captivation in corporeal prison. The long and powerful intellec-
tual legacy of Cartesianism with its strong anti-somatic undertones runs
parallel to and is interlinked with the processes of civilization and mod-
ernization. Propagating and perpetuating the highly selective and rational-
ized use of the body, we can find it in various discourses. I pick out three
examples. First, the recent end-of-the-millennium techno-hype discourse:
in the accounts of Jean Baudrillard, Hans Moravec or Marvin Minsky the
body was decontextualized from its life-world, reduced to a text or digital
sign in cyberspace or conceived of as a post-human techno body. The fan-
tasies of disembodiment were particularly aggressive in futuristic dreams
of the coming cyberspace: a virtual realm that would allow us to leave our
obsolete bodies behind. Technology supposedly enables us to exist as pure
consciousness, thus overcoming the complexity, the dirt, the transience, the
material demands and limitations of the flesh.

A second contemporary version of the dream of Cartesianism are the
strong naturalist positions within philosophy of mind, such as “reduction-
ism” or “eliminative materialism.” While reductionists claim that intention-
ality and subjective experiences can be reduced to purely physico-chemical
terms, eliminative materialists hold that intentionality is an outmoded
myth altogether and notions such as belief, desire, fear or joy will soon
be antiquated and can therefore be eliminated.?* Neuroscientific research
will eventually show that there is no physical correlate to such “qualia”
as love or pain and hence these subjective experiences cannot be real. At
the other end of the philosophical spectrum, poststructuralism ironically
(and maybe unwittingly) advocates disembodiment as well. This is my third
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example. By emphasizing that the body is largely a product of conventional
cultural forms of practice and discourse, poststructuralism likewise tends
to negate the lived body as incarnated being-in-the-world.?* Yet the body is
neither pure physical materiality nor the mere product of cultural practices
and discourses; it is neither untouched nature prior to culture nor a pure
cultural construct beyond nature. Edward Casey argues: “Only if the body
were obdurate matter on the one hand or an epiphenomenon of spirit on
the other, could we usefully apply the designations ‘nature’ or ‘culture’ to
it in some exclusive way. But body is not such matter and no such epiphany
of spirit. It has its own unique realm or type of being, one that lends itself
to both natural and cultural modulations.”?* Technophiles, radical mate-
rialists and poststructuralists tend to treat the body as mere object. The
subjectively lived body is ignored for the sake of the argument. But the body
cannot be reduced to just another thing in the world—even if we sometimes
treat it as such.

Reactions to Disembodiment: The Rise of Modern Hedonism

However, we have to be careful not to fall into the trap of an overly narrow
and pessimistic cultural critique. Avoiding a history of decline is advis-
able not only because the processes of civilization and modernization have
brought enormous benefits, but also because we would overlook the diver-
sity of simultaneous counter-movements against disesmbodiment. Three of
the most celebrated cultural theorists are indicative here—albeit ex nega-
tivo. In the work of Weber, Adorno and Foucault a critique of modernity
is wedded to the idea of rationalization and instrumental reason as the
historical forces behind the yoking of the human body. The vital dimen-
sion and the freedom of the body are suppressed by bureaucratic plans
and organized codes of behavior (Weber), violently pressed into habitual
schemata and thus disciplined (Foucault) or psychologically deformed by
the manipulations of quasi-totalitarian mass media (Adorno).?® While these
accounts of the rationalized, disciplined and manipulated body are valuable
as hyperbolizing and admonishing social critiques, they rely on a quasi-
behaviorist understanding of the body. The human body comes across as
passive, palpable material but never experiences let alone opposes its own
rationalization, disciplining and manipulation.?” The body is an object,
but not subjectively lived. The individual is passive and docile, but does
not actively counter bodily denigration. In terms of the body, the works of
Weber, Adorno and Foucault come across as one-sided histories of decline,
since they refrain from taking into account the rich empirical evidence of
simultaneous bodily empowerment and institutions that provide counter-
balancing lived-body experiences.

In the following I will briefly jump back in time and focus on an exem-
plary historical moment—the late 18" and early 19* century—in order to
illustrate how the process of disembodiment described by Weber, Adorno
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and Foucault provokes various movements of body revalorization. When
modernity and the industrial revolution got fully underway, the processes
of change were accompanied by a number of counteracting developments
that did not take place coincidentally but have to be understood as comple-
ments of what had broken away.?® At the exact same time when according
to Weber, Adorno and Foucault asceticism and the disciplinary suppres-
sion of the body prevailed, ideas, discourses and practices sprang to life or
gained in significance that held the value of emotions, the sensual and the
body in high esteem.?” Thus the ‘return of the body’ is not an exclusively
contemporary development. The paradoxical simultaneity of suppression
and revalorization of the body can be charted through diverse stages of
modernity. They go hand in hand.

What follows is a very rough sketch of how modern hedonism sprang
to life when a new Romantic ethic developed into a dynamic counter-cur-
rent to the ascetic, rationalized strand within modernity.>’ In late 18" and
early 19 century a sentimental Pietistic undercurrent within Protestantism
established a social ethic that stood in opposition to the one described by
Weber and which involved fundamental changes in beliefs, values and atti-
tudes.! Against the rigorist doctrines of Calvin an alternative grew which
valued high affectivity.®® A hedonistic, consumption-oriented Romantic
ethic thus began to balance the ascetic, production-oriented Protestant
ethic. The birth of modern hedonism implied a strong revaluation of emo-
tions and the body with a strong acceptance of Romantic love. As the very
opposite of instrumental reason, Romantic love cherishes emotionality pure
and simple. And it brought about a “leisure revolution” that included the-
ater-going, horse-racing, dancing and the development of the modern form
of sports.’ Even more interesting for my account: the hunger for strong
sensations via fiction grew. People began to read books that relied on such
‘negative’ emotions as sorrow and pity, fear and disgust.

The most popular genres in this regard were, of course, the sentimental
novel and the gothic novel. The official function of the former—epitomized
by Laurence Sterne’s Sentimental Journey (1768) and, in the U.S., Susanna
Rowson’s Charlotte Temple (1791)—was to evoke moral emotions. How-
ever, the didactic aims were often not more than a thin veneer behind
which the sentimental novel tried to hide its serialized succession of intense
emotional pleasures.’* Around the same time, a second type of literature
became hugely popular: the gothic novel, a precursor of today’s horror
movies. The gothic novel is exemplified by Horace Walpole’s The Castle
of Otranto (1764), Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), and,
in the U.S., Charles Brockden Brown’s Wieland (1798). Substituting dread
and a frightening flirtation with death for the sentimental novel’s love and
titillation of sex, the advent of the gothic novel brought a considerable
change in emotional climate. Fred Botting explains: “Through its presenta-
tions of supernatural, sensational and terrifying incidents, imagined or not,
Gothic produced emotional effects on its readers rather than developing a
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rational or properly cultivated response. Exciting rather than informing,
it chilled their blood, delighted their superstitious fancies and fed uncul-
tivated appetites for marvelous and strange events.”® Frightening fictions
with an entertainment function did not exist at all times. To be sure, fear
played an important role in religious and literary writing. Greek mythology
and the Bible come to mind. So do Dante’s Inferno, Milton’s Paradise Lost
or Shakespeare’s Macbeth. Monsters can be found in Beowulf, the legend
of St. George and Siegfried’s adventures. But fictions that treat frightening
and shocking subject matter do not necessarily result in fear and shock.
Nor did fear play the same quantitative role in earlier fiction. Plus, fear
often served a moral purpose but was rarely used for pleasurable ends.
The first type of literature geared to the pleasure of fear was precisely the
English gothic novel.3¢

Why did it come into being at this time and at this place? With the
gothic novel a shift occurred from the social utility of earlier didactic forms
of literature to the more ‘gratuitous’ indulgences in fantasies of fear. This
emphasis on emotion and the body has to be seen also as part of the new
hedonistic ethic and a response to the disembodiment brought about by the
kind of modernization described by Weber, Adorno and Foucault. Taking
into consideration the composition of the gothic novel’s readership explains
why it originated and flourished precisely in the country where modernity
was most advanced. In Great Britain the genre found adherents especially
among women confined to their homes and thus susceptible to a compara-
tively disembodied life of “rest and inaction” (Edmund Burke).3” But gothic
novels were also popular among men who needed relief from the monotony
at work in the urban metropolises. In 1800 the poet William Wordsworth
has already pointed out this nexus when he wrote about urban men and
how “the uniformity of their occupations produces a craving for extraor-
dinary incident.”3® In both cases we are dealing with groups of individuals
whose life-style was part of the growing lack of genuine lived-body experi-
ences within modernity.

However, answering the disembodied monotony of everyday life with
reading might not seem such a good idea if one takes into account the less-
than-active body of the reader. In fact, around 1800 a change of mentality
transformed the habits of reading towards even more inactive forms. While
in earlier times it was not uncommon to stand or even walk, at the end of
the 18" and the beginning of the 19t century the act of reading became
more and more sedentary: the reader sits at a table, assimilates the chair to
his or her body and remains immobile.? What is more, since the sedentary
form of reading with the person sitting upright at the desk was strongly
associated with work, readers even started to prefer lying in bed or spread
out on a chaise longue while reading for leisure. Yet to claim that the body
does not come into play in reading is a valid argument only if one ignores
the aisthetic aspect of aesthetic experience. While a one-sided perspective
would stress the disciplined body, we should not overlook what is gained
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through immobilization: only if the reader wholly devotes his or her atten-
tion to the aesthetic object can he or she fully experience the emotional
aesthetic effects predominant in the sentimental or the gothic novel. Given
that a mobile reading body would partially undermine the book’s emo-
tional effect, certain reading experiences presuppose an immobilized posi-
tion. The recipient immobilizes his or her body in order to excite the body.
In this respect reading emotional fiction foreshadows a contemporary form
of countering disembodiment: the experience of frightening movies.

Against Disembodiment: Lived-Body
Metamorphoses and Scary Movies

The sentimental and the gothic novel are two examples for the histori-
cal development that Winfried Fluck sees at work in American culture as
a whole: a tendency towards ever more direct, bodily forms of aesthetic
experience.*’ The increasingly emotional-somatic character and the grow-
ing popularity of contemporary frightening movies can serve as another
illustration. After having pictured in very broad brushstrokes the rise of
modern hedonism in general and the arrival of the gothic novel more spe-
cifically, I finally want to return to the cinema of fear’s lived-body meta-
morphoses as a contemporary example of countering the disembodiment
of our life-world.

In the face of a threatening movie routine perception and response
are out of order, and a transformation from non-emotional life to highly
emotional experiences takes place. We feel the field of consciousness reor-
ganized and flexibly shifting emphasis; our bodily experience instantly
becomes more complex; a gradual, sometimes abrupt sensual metamorpho-
sis takes place. Suddenly, the hitherto occluded, absent body comes to the
fore and tacit corporeal dimensions are brought into awareness. Obviously
not even the most radical of all aesthetic experiences will be able to draw
attention exclusively to the body. If this were the case, our viewing would
be suspended and the cinematic surroundings would drop from awareness.
But in order to have a strong corporeal experience the lived body need not
be the sole object of attention. In some moments the body might dominate
the center of our field of consciousness, even if it is not the only focus—
consider scenes of shock or somatic empathy. In these instances the body
becomes strongly foregrounded and claims focal awareness, while the film
as intentional object loses its center-stage position and is pushed some-
what to the periphery. But even in moments of deep immersion in which
my attention is almost fully captivated by the movie, I often have a strong
bodily experience. In order to enjoy a heightened state of bodily stimulation
I do not need to be focally aware of it. When I play soccer or go to the gym,
I am not necessarily consciously reflecting on the pleasure of my body. In
fact, as Don Thde notes, our greatest feelings of aliveness come from experi-
ences of being lost in a (bodily) activity.*! While we are wholly involved in
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the movie, we are unable or unwilling to make the emotional experience an
object of conscious reflection. However, some experiences are so dense that
even their peripheral aspects can be recuperated after the fact.

The emotional experiences of frightening movies change from situation
to situation, involving a nuanced spectrum of the lived body. I will shortly
reiterate three aspects focused upon throughout this study: constriction,
kinaesthesia and depth. First, during a horrifying or terrifying scene the
threatening film appears (overly) close phenomenologically: the viewer
experiences the fear vis-a-vis the importunate, threatening object’s proxim-
ity as a constriction of the lived body. However, fear is also characterized
by an expansive, if hampered Away!-tendency: an ultimately futile impulse
to escape the lived body’s constriction. We desperately want to jump out
of our skin, as it were, by expanding Away! somewhere, but cannot flee
constriction. As a consequence, there is a pulsating tension, between domi-
nant constriction and attempted expansion. This shifting between constric-
tion and expansion is particularly dense and compressed in shock. Since
its initial radical constriction would be an unbearable state, however, it
is immediately followed by expansion. This rapid back-and forth move-
ment between opposed somatic poles can be experienced as pleasurable.
To repeat, the viewer feels and enjoys both lived-body metamorphoses: the
movement into and out of constriction, out of expansion and back into it.

Second, terror and dread imply specific kinds of kinaesthesia. The
viewer experiences terror in a state of anxious restlessness and agitation.
While passively bound to the theater seat, the viewer is simultaneously ‘set
in motion’ by empathically observing the onscreen action. Dread, on the
other hand, is defined by frightened stillness: one could hear a needle drop,
we hardly dear to breathe, let alone move in our seats. Hence terror puts the
viewer into a state of acceleration and agitation, whereas dread is defined
by an experience of immobility and dead silence.

Third, there are considerable differences in depth. Not all emotions are
on one level; some emotions affect us deeply, while others remain superficial.
Sue L. Cataldi notes “that our deeper emotions are determined on the basis
of increased proximity to the ‘self’; and that the deepest emotions perme-
ate or overwhelm the self and are experienced by the whole of our being.”*
Some emotional lived-body experiences at the movies seem to be a fully
integrated, close part of the self. Strong versions of fear such as horror and
dread are cases in point; they imply a wholesale emotional captivation. Other
lived-body experiences come across as a more localized, loosely attached,
somewhat distanced part of the self. Among more distanced parts one can
further distinguish between various regions of the body brought into play.
For instance, the body surface may be thematized: the film makes our skin
crawl, hair stands up or we have goose pimples. Or we might also experience
gut reactions. The visceral response of nausea caused by cinematic disgust is
focused around the stomach and/or the gorge. Painful somatic empathy often
affects distinct local regions of the body and therefore touches us merely
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partially. The differences in depth are mirrored in their psychological longev-
ity. While disgust and painful somatic empathy tend to disappear quickly,
horror or dread can stay with us and even haunt our dreams and daydreams.
Cataldi writes: “Our deepest emotional experiences | . . . | are usually accom-
panied by realizations that we are perceiving the world or ourselves in a new
or different ‘light.” Any emotional experience about which it seems appropri-
ate to say that the emotional experiencer is ‘not [entirely] the same [person]’
afterward is a deep emotional experience.” To be sure, emotional depth has
nothing to do with intensity. Flat feelings and emotions like somatic empathy
or disgust can ‘hit’ us pathically with great force and therefore be experi-
enced as overwhelmingly intense, but they are not as deep and long-lasting as
cinematic dread or horror.

In sum, cinematic fear is a volitionally pursued, pleasurable foreground-
ing of the body. This foregrounding is pleasurable because, in the relatively
safe environment of the movie theater, it enables a strong involvement of
the self. Fearful emotions are more than something lived through and thus
more than simply happening zo me. Instead they often imply an experienc-
ing of the self. Against the backdrop of a culture of disembodiment, the
cinema of fear awakens our slumbering bodies by literally moving them
into an awareness of aliveness.

Potential Objections

Despite his overly intellectualist solution to the “paradox of horror,” Noél
Carroll admits that the invigorating effect can supply part of the reason
why horror stories appeal. However, as an overarching explanation he
rejects it as too broad and unspecific. In his opinion, the hypothesis cannot
account for our attraction to horror, because it simultaneously explains the
appeal of adventure stories and melodramas.** But this conclusion is too
hasty, since it relies on an overly monolithic understanding of the body.
In fact, one can even go further and put the cinema of fear into a much
larger framework that includes activities very different from the movies:
the framework of entertainment and leisure more generally. Exciting leisure
activities bear a potential for aesthetic experience just as literature, paint-
ing or the movies do. As (neo-)pragmatist philosophers like John Dewey
and Richard Shusterman have underscored, there is a continuity between
real life and art and it would be reductive to limit aesthetic experience to
the fine arts.* From this perspective, frightening movies function within
a large array of stimulating opportunities offered in highly differentiated
societies—from ego-shooter games to rock climbing, from techno raves to
the religious awe of the church, from reading a sentimental novel to bun-
gee-jumping. “The great variety of leisure activities [ . . . | which complex
societies have to offer allows individuals a wide choice. They can adopt one
or another in accordance with their temperament, their bodily build, their
libidinal, affective or emotional needs,” Norbert Elias claims.*
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The birth of the cinema is tied to those dispositives of the 19 and 20t
century devoted to perceptual and bodily stimulation—particularly the
amusement parks with attractions like the roller coaster and the Ferris
wheel, the tunnel of horror and the merry-go-round. This is not to say
that all experiences are one and the same. Considering the cinema a leisure
institution within the complex, differentiated culture of advanced moder-
nity does not imply that we should overlook what is specific about the
cinema. Since the pleasurable experience of fear in the (multiplex) cinema
is by definition not identical with those other entertainment venues, it must
be distinguishable and thus stand out in comparison. What Carroll over-
looks is the fact that horror films, adventure stories and melodramas (not
to speak of soccer games, techno raves or wellness massages) cater to very
different aspects of the body. Since the use of the body in modern societies
is highly selective, different social circumstances bring into play very spe-
cific corporeal aspects. Take comedic laughter and melodramatic crying:
while the former involves animal functions (with the muscular system in
particular), the latter implies vegetative functions (with the secretory sys-
tem in specific).”” Far from making the explanation less specific, comparing
frightening movies to other entertainment and leisure experiences helps to
identify their particular bodily appeal.

There is an enormous richness and finesse of pleasurable lived-body
experiences—not only within the field of leisure in general but within
filmic genres in specific—which we can and should explore simply in order
to realize and understand the many facets of our selves. It seems undeni-
able to me that horror films and melodramas, romantic comedies and porn
movies, thrillers and slapstick films stimulate our bodies in very peculiar
ways. The explosive laughter of a Jim Carrey comedy constrasts with the
deeply-felt emotionality of Titanic (1997) or the shocks of Scream. What
my phenomenological section underscored was precisely the fact that even
if the overall appeal of frightening movies is an emotional-somatic experi-
ence, we can still make clear distinctions between those experiences. Just
like advanced modernity as a whole the Hollywood cinema is highly dif-
ferentiated, appealing to diverse audiences with very different emotional-
somatic expectations and needs.

At the same time we must not overestimate their potential. The cinema
is able to stir emotions powerfully just as it is able to raise powerful emo-
tions. But it can only plough so many fields of our vast emotional land-
scape. While admiration, joy, pity, sadness, fear and anger are an essential
part of the movies, the convincing evocation of true love is up for debate.
Even bodily reactions like laughter or crying are brought into play only in
certain facets of their repertoire: for instance, in the cinema we do not cry
angrily but sadly. Moreover, the cinema stimulates us bodily predominantly
via emotions like fear and sensations such as somatic empathy, but it does
not enable, for instance, the experience of deep muscular exhaustion. As a
consequence, movies respond to disembodiment specifically and selectively
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rather than comprehensively. This is necessarily so and not an exclusive
feature of the cinema: the selective use of the body in highly differentiated
societies makes it impossible for one institution or system to counter the
denigration of the body single-handedly.*® It would be a crass overstate-
ment to ascribe a comprebensive counterbalancing potential to the movies.
In reality, the cinema is only one option among many that brings the body
back into play—first and foremost via the specific lived-body experience
of emotions—and will therefore always be used in combination with other
counterbalancing leisure activities. As Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht notes: “it
makes sense to hope that aesthetic experience may give us back at least
a feeling of our being-in-the-world [ . . . ]. But we should immediately
add that this feeling, at least in our culture, will never have the status of
a permanent conquest. Therefore, it may be more adequate to formulate,
conversely, that aesthetic experience can prevent us from completely losing
a feeling or a remembrance of the physical dimension in our lives.”

Some readers might object to my thesis from a different angle. They
could argue that awareness of the body in and of itself is not a sufficient
explanation for elucidating the pleasure of frightening films: individuals
do not consider every kind of bodily stimulation pleasurable. In fact, some
somatic experiences are not enjoyable at all. This is fair enough. But even if
horror films make some people sick and others experience thrillers as emo-
tional torture, this does not pose a problem for my argument. As we have
seen in the introduction, I assume an active decision-making process that
enables the viewer to decide in advance what he or she regards as a pleasur-
able experience of the body. Just as some people prefer free rock-climbing
to hiking in the mountains, choose S/M over ‘regular’ sex and have a pref-
erence for watching wrestling over dressage, so do movie audiences know
what they like and what they can’t bear.

THE ACCELERATION OF ADVANCED MODERN LIFE

In his groundbreaking study Beschleunigung Hartmut Rosa underscores
how our experience of time has changed historically. In contrast to earlier
periods, modernity—and a fortiori advanced modernity—has gradually
accelerated our being-in-time. In fact, Rosa argues that acceleration is the
irreducible hallmark of modernity. While sociological classics like Weber,
Simmel, Durkheim and Marx have respectively stressed rationalization,
individualization, differentiation and domestication of nature (the develop-
ment of instrumental reason), Rosa describes the process of modernization
first and foremost as the steadily increasing acceleration of technological
innovation, social change and speed of life.*

Technological innovation has accelerated transportation, communica-
tion and production: the introduction of the steam engine and the con-
veyor belt into the factory hall; the construction of the railway network;
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the mass spreading of cars, trams, busses and airplanes; the invention of
telegraph, telephone, fax and the internet; the development of modern
mass media like radio, cinema and television.”' The acceleration of social
change results in a radical shrinking of the duration and stability of the
present in various social realms: from politics to economics, from the sci-
ences to art, from occupational relations to moral orientations. Our pref-
erences for job, political party, sexual partner or local organization are
speeded up just as much as the development of new styles in art or fashion
and the change of work and family structures. This transformative social
unrest grants plausibility to the metaphors of vaporizing, dissolving, melt-
ing and liquefying that have been brought into play by theorists of moder-
nity like Marx, Engels, Berman and Bauman.’? The increasing speed of
life becomes manifest in such cultural practices as fast food, speed dating,
power napping or multitasking. I will come back to this third character-
istic of accelerated advanced modernity and the cinema’s specific pleasure
vis-a-vis the increasing speed of life. Before, I will look at why the cinema
is a pleasure-yielding modern institution also in terms of accelerated tech-
nological innovation and social change.

Squeezing In Some Pleasure: The Cinema as Instant Gratification

Rosa claims that in the face of contingency, instability and constant techno-
logical and social change, long-term orientations and goals are replaced by
attempts to keep the pace and not miss the connection. As a consequence,
the pursuit of activities considered valuable loses ground; there is no time
left for the ‘actually’ important things.> It seems natural and reasonable
to sequence activities and occupations according to their importance and
value: the most important thing first, then something less important and
so on. However, in functionally differentiated societies with strong interde-
pendencies and long interaction chains this principle of order is more and
more replaced by external deadlines. Rosa concludes: “The power of the
deadline determines the succession of activities and necessitates that under
the condition of short time ressources goals without deadlines gradually
disappear from view. They are smothered, as it were, with the burden of
‘things-to-do-first’ and leave the faint feeling that one doesn’t accomplish
anything.“*

How do frightening movies come into play here? More than many other
leisure activities the almost constantly available two-hour experience of the
cinema fits nicely into the small remaining fragments of unoccupied time.
Moreover, the cinema allows bridging breaks easily because it does not
demand a high amount of concentration and energy. Third, the experience
promises a positive ‘input-output relation” little preparation, small time
investment and low energy level yield a comparatively strong and pleasur-
able experience—an experience that involves the very body that modernity
denigrates.> Hence in an accelerated culture with high rates of instability
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and change instant trumps deferred gratification. Long-term experiences
that demand high investment of time and concentration are replaced by
short-term experiences even though the former are often considered—and
experienced as—more valuable and satisfying. This is the case because
instant gratifications seem to guarantee a greater return of benefit over
cost for the individual viewer. The quick ‘instant emotions’ at the movies—
with the ‘cheap trick’ of shock as their epitome—and the flexible ‘instant
collectivity’—with the collective body united in screams of shock as para-
digmatic—are precisely instant gratifications.

Intense Time Experiences: Scary Movies as Heterochrony

The cinema of fear also promises to fill the empty time-slots with par-
ticularly intense and pleasurable time-bound experiences. Michel Foucault
has called the cinema a heterotopia: a counter-site that is simultaneously
a “mythic and real contestation of the space in which we live.”*® But it
also provides us with a kind of counter-time. As Foucault writes: “Het-
erotopias are most often linked to slices in time—which is to say that they
open onto what might be termed, for the sake of symmetry, heterochronies.
The heterotopia begins to function at full capacity when men arrive at a
sort of absolute break with their traditional time.”” Foucault’s last sen-
tence must be understood ambiguously: the cinema allows us to push our
daily time constraints to the background and makes possible experiences of
time hardly available outside the cinema. From its inception the cinema has
been described as the medium that qua indexicality could record, seize and
represent time. But the experience of the cinema’s “break with traditional
time” has rarely been described in detail.

In fact, what we have noticed in terms of discourses of the body is also
true for time: most discussions radically objectify it, leaving the subjective
experience almost wholly aside. A good example is Mary Ann Doane’s oth-
erwise highly perceptive book on cinematic time. She denies that the clas-
sical cinema can be considered a heterochrony and even goes so far as to
talk about the “timeless space of the theater.”>® The discussion of the pro-
tentional aspect and temporal density of dread and terror scenes has under-
scored that Hollywood cinema is far from timeless, but enables a different
experience of time—a Foucauldian hetero-chrony. As another example of
objectified time one could think of Laura Mulvey’s definition of spectacle.
She describes it as a-temporal, associated with stasis and the antilinear.>’
As the description of the cinematic shock—a spectacle par excellence—has
clearly shown: Mulvey might be right if we consider objectified narrative
time; but the subjective time experience is far from a-temporal. Quite the
opposite: in its extremely pointed density time becomes highly palpable.

It is this aspect that makes the cinema of fear so pleasurable in the face of
the accelerated speed of life in advanced modernity—Rosa’s third charac-
teristic to which I will return now. The accelerated speed of life is a reaction
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to a paradoxical shortage of time resources. Even though technological
innovations grant us more time, we have less time for each act and event
than before. This development is subjectively experienced as time pressure,
stress and the feeling that we ‘have no time.*® What are the reasons? Time
pressure and the feeling of being rushed derive from both the fear of missing
out on valuable opportunities and the obligation to adapt to technological
and social changes (which are themselves accelerated, as we have seen). As
a consequence, we react by increasing and compressing the act and event
episodes per time unit: we accelerate life because we want to and we have
to. On the one hand, we want to experience as many events as possible.
The cultural driving force behind our tendency to increase the event rate is
the idea that a fulfilled life, with all the world options enjoyed to the full, is
‘disenchanted” modernity’s secularized equivalent to the religious promise
of eternal life.®! This is the reason why we astonishingly often talk about
obligations and musts when it comes to leisure activities: I need to go to the
gym; I have to see this new show on TV etc. On the other hand, we also
have to squeeze in as many acts as possible: the rapidly changing life-world
forces us to move constantly in order to remain in place.®* Rosa coins the
apposite metaphor standing on slipping—not slippery!—slopes.

The resulting increase and compression of act and event episodes, how-
ever, leads to a fragmentation of time. The intervals become smaller and
smaller. We cannot devote thorough-enough attention to each sequence so it
can be experienced as a rounded-out whole. We jump from one occupation
to the next and rarely have the opportunity to run its course to fulfillment.
“No one experience has a chance to complete itself because something else
is entered upon so speedily. What is called experience becomes so dispersed
and miscellaneous as hardly to deserve the name,” John Dewey noted some
70 years ago about the “hurried and impatient environment in which we
live.”®3 Time is, so to speak, cut into pieces: by our constant availability and
the possibility of a plethora of interruptions, by the de-institutionalization
of practices and by the surplus of potentially interesting information and
commodities that we try to squeeze in so not to miss out. As a result, the
fractured moments gain increasingly less weight in terms of deep experi-
ence (or an experience, as Dewey would say). Precisely because we do not
have deep, rounded out, non-automatic and vital experiences the world
comes across as superficial, fleeting and increasingly fast.

But if we ‘have no time,’ there is also no chance to ‘grasp’ it. I argue
that we pre-reflectively seek out the pleasurable palpable time experience
of scary movies precisely because it gives time temporarily back in our
hands, as it were. This becomes particularly obvious when we look at the
two extremes of time experience: cinematic shock and dread. In the first
case the pointed now of the present moment bursts forth, while in the sec-
ond case the dense duration of time leading up to an anticipated moment
becomes palpable. Somewhere along this continuum—between the now
and the soon-to-come, the present and the approaching telos—we can also
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locate the temporal experience of horror (close to shock) and terror (close
to dread). The five types of fear briefly crystallize the fluid, fugitive time
of what Zygmunt Bauman calls ‘liquid modernity’. It becomes graspable
before it is once again torn away by the stream of time.

John Dewey notes, “Continued acceleration is breathless and prevents
parts from gaining distinction.”®* In my phenomenologies of shock, horror,
terror and dread I showed how time can stand out as a gestalt. Interestingly,
in frightening movies time becomes palpable—and thus counters the frag-
mentation of time experience in accelerated advanced modernity—by both
decelerated and accelerated forms of time experience: the stillness of dread
and the agitation of terror (which relies precisely on an increasing lack of
time). Hence we do not necessarily crave for a decelerated experience of
time, but first of all for an intensive experience of time per se.

Paradoxically, in order to arrive at these treasured subjective experi-
ences, we have to surrender to the objective, depersonalized time of the
movies in a double sense. First, we have to follow the exact public timetable
of the theater. Here the cinema functions like so many other institutions of
advanced modernity that rationalize, externalize, depersonalize time and
force us to adapt to its objective schedule: work, school, public offices, bus-
ses, trains . . . Furthermore, we give in to the unstoppable and irreversible
flow of the movie. We can read as fast or slow as we want or move from
painting to painting according to our own will. In the movie theater we are
roobed of this freedom.®* However, handing myself over to the irreversible
progression of the mechanical movie has an advantage other forms of art do
not possess to the same degree: we are relieved of the burden and responsi-
bility to choose. We are not forced to act instrumentally and goal-oriented.
Instead we can dwell in the non-instrumental, non-routinized condition
that Benjamin considers a prerequisite for deep experiences. What is more,
the unstoppable and irreversible film offers pre-focussed aesthetic effects
that stand out as integral gestalts and hence promise the kind of rounded-
out experience that Dewey favors. We actively give ourselves over to the
freedom of passively experiencing time itself. Even if time experience is
highly dependent on a rationalized timetable, an inexorable apparatus and
a pre-focussed work of art—and is hence determined externally—it is still
very much experienced internally as my very own palpable time.



9 Moments of Collectivity

The Cinema of Fear and
Feelings of Belongingness

Films like [1 Know What You Did Last Summer] need audience par-
ticipation. It’s pointless watching it on video or DVD. You have to
experience it in the cinema. You feed off everyone else’s tension.

(Jim Gillespie)!

I wouldn’t have wanted to see Psycho [for the] first time alone in a
theater (and I sometimes feel a slight queasiness if I'm by myself late
at night somewhere watching a horror film on TV). But that’s what
a theatrical experience is about: sharing this terror, feeling the safety
of others around you, being able to laugh and talk together about
how frightened you were as you leave.

(Pauline Kael)?

CHANGES OF COMMUNITY:
INDIVIDUALIZATION AND NEW COLLECTIVITIES

The last section has dealt with the social and cultural framework connected
to our pleasurable lived-body and time experiences. This chapter is devoted
to the larger implications of the collective experience at the multiplex. The
collective experience of frightening movies is a possible answer to an urgent
question raised by the rapid transformations of advanced modernity: How
can we create bonds and soothe our desire for belongingness in the face of
an ever-more individualized, pluralized and de-traditionalized life-world?
While in pre-modern societies people were born into classes and religions,
tightly-knit families and local communities, the binding (if often suffocat-
ing) powers of these institutions have strongly decreased. Social contacts,
ties and networks are not a given anymore.* Since the growing pluralization
and individualization of post-traditional societies prevents a re-integration
into the stable communities of old, people often feel disintegrated, think
of themselves as isolated, deem to live in solitude—and therefore have to
become active and seek out new forms of collectivity.*

The dissolution of traditional types of group formation and the rapidly
changing forms of community might be illustrated by a quick glance at
today’s families. Family life is subject to an accelerated change of private
partners resulting in a replacement of life-long monogamy by serial monog-
amy; the coming of the patch-work family with its changing constellations of
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mothers, fathers, in-laws, step-brothers and sisters; and the hiatus between
the generations who live in isolated subcultures, using different technolo-
gies, consuming different media or buying in different stores.® Or consider
the loss of collective time rhythms. Deregulation and de-institutionalization
have led to a growing flexibility and a-synchronicity in terms of work-time
and leisure, necessitating the active coordination and synchronization of
collective action to a hitherto unknown degree.®

In his compelling description of the modern condition, Zygmunt Bau-
man underscores the dilemma of modern man caught between striving
for individuality and freedom and longing for community and its warm
and comforting safety.” For Bauman the process of individualization in
modernity was a trade-off: security was exchanged for freedom.® Freed but
insecure the individual started missing something—community. What fol-
lowed was a dilemma: “Missing community means missing security; gain-
ing community, if it happens, would soon mean missing freedom. Security
and freedom are two equally precious and coveted values which could be
better or worse balanced, but hardly ever fully reconciled and without fric-
tion.”” Community, to be sure, is an elusive concept. The endless dream of
the perfect community is never fulfilled and always frustrated. Yet still: we
keep on dreaming. It is Bauman’s profound conviction that “[f]Jreedom and
communality may clash and conflict, but a compound lacking one or the
other won’t make for a satisfactory life.”!* Hence the contemporary form
of individualization has ramifications for the communal side. The result is
a new fragility of human bonds. What was once a matter of lifetime com-
mitment—workplace, marriage, religion, home—is nowadays swept away
by the floods and torrents of ‘liquid modernity.” Individualization creates a
need to counterbalance the longing for community and security.

Again, we should avoid an overly pessimistic rhetoric of decline. Just
as it remains one-sided to claim a history of bodily suppression without
taking into account the various institutions that provide counterbalancing
lived-body experiences, it would be misleading to talk exclusively about
social disintegration. A negative teleology is inappropriate for two reasons.
First, it would be blind to the enormous possibilities and liberties the pro-
cess of individualization has enabled. The decline of community values, the
loss of tradition and the waning of older forms of sociability have also freed
the individual from rigid, hierarchical and constricting patterns of com-
munity, a fact that Bauman is not oblivious to."! And, equally important,
there is a simultaneous countercurrent that accompanies the inexorable
march of individualization and its negative concomitants of disintegration
and isolation and which works at establishing post-traditional collectivities
and communities that are appropriate to and in tune with an individual-
ized society.!? Individualization does not mean complete disintegration, but
changing forms of community. The freedom that comes with individualiza-
tion entails that we constantly have to choose and decide. What was once
largely regulated has become an obligation of the individual. Freed from
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former constrictions and released into a world of (comparatively strong)
autonomy, people are to a much greater extent thrown upon themselves
and responsible for their own lives. This also goes for one’s interpersonal
relations. Where once predefined and tight social bonds existed, the indi-
vidual now has to be active, inventive and resourceful in weaving his or her
own social web of belongingness.!* What is there to be done?

Turning back the clock is impossible. Contemporary answers such as
American communitarianism appear to be nostalgic, self-contradictory
attempts not in tune with individualized modernity.* Since the radical
changes of interpersonal relations (due to such developments as urban-
ization, mobilization, globalization, secularization and, more generally,
individualization) have made it more difficult to build lasting bonds, one
practical and practicable answer to our search for belongingness is given
by fluctuating associations, temporary milieus and short-term collectivities.
These groups leave enough space to individuality, the right to self-assertion
and the wish to lead a life of one’s own. Short-term collectivities seem to be
the lowest common denominator. They offer a relief from loneliness, but
do not take into custody our individuality. They allow for feelings of col-
lectivity, while at the same time asking for minimal obligations. As Bauman
informs us, the creation and dismantling of these short-term communi-
ties must be determined by the choices made by those who compose them:
“In no case should the allegiance, once declared, become irrevocable: the
bond made by choices should not inconvenience, let alone preclude, further
and different choices.”" Since short-term communities rest on individual
choice, they transform the concept of ‘community’ from a sought-after, but
also feared adversary of individual freedom of choice into a reconfirmation
of individual autonomy. For Bauman communities in advanced modernity
come in various colors and sizes, but if located on the Weberian axis that
stretches from ‘light cloak’ to ‘iron cage’, they are all remarkably close to
the first pole.'

Short-term collectivities are often built around a spectacle in whose cloak-
room the ‘light cloak’ is safely stored for a short period of time. Bauman
therefore dubs the group of spectators a ‘cloakroom community’: “Cloak-
room communities need a spectacle which appeals to similar interests dor-
mant in otherwise disparate individuals and so bring them all together for
a stretch of time when other interests—those which divide them instead
of uniting—are temporarily laid aside, put on a slow burner or silenced
altogether.”'” The occasion of the spectacle (or maybe less polemically: the
event) makes the highly individualized participants look more uniform than
usual for a reasonably short period of time. It may not come as a surprise
that I believe the cinema in general and the cinema of fear in specific enable
such a “cloakroom community.” Of course, the cinema should not be seen
as a privileged way of arousing feelings of collectivity. Soccer games and
pop concerts, techno raves and carnivals, beer festivals and theater perfor-
mances work in similar (albeit not identical) ways. Nor do I claim that the
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cinema is necessarily more effective. It remains one option among many,
with particular characteristics and facets to be summarized below. Since
my point is to explain why fearful cinematic encounters can be pleasurable,
I cannot sidestep the pivotal role of its specific collective experience.

CINEMA AND COLLECTIVITY: GENRE BUFEFS,
FANS, DISCURSIVE ‘COMMUNITIES’

I am certainly not the first who stresses the cinema’s potential for group
formation and the establishment of various forms of ‘community.’® In
recent years important empirical studies have dealt with the nexus between
cinema-going and collectivity. Researchers like Henry Jenkins, Annette
Kuhn, Rick Altman or Bruce Austin have researched different forms of
interpersonal relations based on fandom, film connoisseurship or genre
attachment. Their studies are important, because they highlight functions
of the cinema reaching beyond the tight boundaries of aesthetic experience
proper to which I have restricted my attention. As a consequence, the ‘com-
munities’ these authors describe are ultimately different from the kind of
collectivity T have in mind. This is not to say that they exclude each other.
They might, in fact, overlap or even have a reinforcing effect. However,
three crucial discrepancies exist.

I begin with Rick Altman’s thesis about like-minded genre buffs form-
ing an imagined, “constellated community.” Altman maintains that watch-
ing a genre film requires the acceptance of certain genre premises and the
expectance of certain genre pleasures. Common acceptance and expect-
ance lead to identification with those who have ‘signed the generic contract’
as well. Altman calls these imagined groups of genre aficionados “constel-
lated communities.” Comparable to a group of stars their members cohere
only through repeated acts of imagination. “By taking a particular type of
film-viewing pleasure I imagine myself as connected to those who take a
similar type of pleasure in similar circumstances,” he notes.!”” Genres invite
this kind of connection by employing certain strategies. Take the inclusion
of ironic references to the genre. The X Files (1998) movie, for instance,
contains a scene in which somebody urinates on an old Independence Day
(1996) poster—thus reciprocating a joke about the ‘X-files’ television series
in Independence Day.?® And in Armageddon (1998) we see a dog sink
its teeth into a small, plastic Godzilla—thus attacking the merchandis-
ing product of the same-named 1998 summer blockbuster rival. A certain
degree of pop culture literacy and what might be called ‘genre buffism’ is
necessary to understand these in-jokes and intertextual references; grasp-
ing allusions helps to increase the feeling of having earned a membership to
the club. This club might exist literally, but more often than not it remains
imagined, gathering in spatial separation (as the metaphor of the ‘constel-
lated stars’ indicates). How genre connoisseurs construct themselves as a
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“constellated community” can best be followed on websites dedicated to
particular genres. These ‘communities’ exist in imagined cyberspaces, but
not in cinematic places proper. They are not tied to a common experience,
but as ‘imagined communities’ include solitary viewings.

In contrast, Henry Jenkins and Annette Kuhn describe fandom as some-
thing more than an ‘imagined community.’*! Both envisage fandom as a
way of constituting alternative ‘communities’ that are often face-to-face.
Through talk with fellow fans, membership in fan clubs, attendance at con-
ventions, exchange of letters etc. the devotion to a star or a series brings
fans into contact with other, like-minded people in their countries and
even around the world. In this respect, Jenkins’ detailed description of fan-
music making (‘filking’) is exemplary. Fans regularly gather at conventions
in order to sing self-made songs dealing with TV series, films like Star Trek
(1982), Star Wars (1977) or Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade (1989)
and fan culture itself. During these filking events fans actively participate
in performing and singing together as a group, thus resolving the differ-
ences separating them and providing a common basis for interaction. Often
humor—another means for creating bonds—plays an important role; as
do filk songs that distinguish fans from normal consumers. These are not
communities in any strong sense but come close to what Robert Bellah et
al. call “lifestyle enclaves”: they bring together those who share similar
tastes and lifestyles; the participants are not interdependent and do not act
politically; and they are segmental insofar as they involve only the private
life of the individual (i.e. his or her leisure and consumption segment). As
Bellah et al. write: “We might consider the lifestyle enclave an appropriate
form of collective support in an otherwise radically individualizing soci-
ety.”?? Just as in Altman’s case, the ‘communal’ fandom activities described
by Jenkins and Kuhn do not take place inside the cinema, even if the films
constitute the fundament on which fans build their ‘communities.’ They are
the means to an end.

This is also true for a third example of movie collectivity: the discur-
sive ‘community’ formed in the wake of special events like blockbusters,
unexpected successes or filmic scandals. Widespread media exposure via
commercials, ads, or special reports can build a diffuse social pressure
to watch the film, thus turning the movie into a must that must not be
missed. Giving in to social pressure rewards the viewer with a feeling of
belonging to those in the know as well as a certain discourse-ability, as
Bruce Austin argues.?® The significance of the first weekend for a film’s
box-office performance certainly owes much to the wish to become part
of the discursive ‘community.” You do not want to be left out when others
discuss the phenomenal scare tactics of The Blair Witch Project or the
moral question posed by Indecent Proposal (1993) in the school yard or
an internet chat-room.

The various ‘communities’ described by Altman, Jenkins, Kuhn and
Austin have one thing in common: they are established outside the cinema.
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They take place at fan conventions, in the minds of genre buffs, in internet
chat-rooms or around coffee-machines in the office. The literature on fan-
dom focuses almost exclusively on ethnographies of fan activities before
or after the cinematic experience. What they do not take into account is
the actual experience of group formation happening inside the cinema
during the act of experiencing aesthetically. Here I would locate my first
point of departure.

The second discrepancy relates to the question of identity and value. Fans
devote time and money to construct a ‘community’ that consists of individu-
als sharing a taste for stars, films or genres. In other words, they share a
common cultural identity that coheres around a minimum of common val-
ues or, at least, a common taste. These values or tastes can have a subversive
political tinge. Horror fan subculture, for instance, derives a sense of imag-
ined subcultural homogeneity through opposing censorship and searching
for ‘banned’ or ‘uncut’ material.?* The glue for this ‘community’ also stems
from acts of distinction. The in-group is drawn closer together by distanc-
ing itself symbolically from those who do not belong to the club. There is an
inside (the fans) and an outside (the others), a ‘we’ and a ‘they.”®* This is not
the case in collectivities based on collective cinematic emotions.

The third discrepancy has to do with the degree of participatory activity.
Practices like ‘“filking,” editing fanzines or becoming the member of a genre
fan club need to be distinguished from the mostly passive attitude in aes-
thetic experience. When it comes to what Scheler calls the ‘immediate com-
munity of feelings’ established during a terrifying film there is little active
participation involved. The group experience is readily available through
the individuals’ bodies and their emotional reactions. The viewers’ activity
remains restricted to their decision to attend the film, to behave according
to the cultural norms of the theater and to re-act appropriately in certain
moments (for instance, by laughing or screaming together).

UNITED WE STAND IN FEAR:
COLLECTIVITY AT THE MULTIPLEX

The pleasurable collectivity at the multiplex is popular because it does
not oppose but remains in tune with the high degree of individualization
characteristic of advanced modern societies. The cinema of fear enables a
collectivity that does not demand too much in terms of shared values, com-
mitment and time investment; that has minimal claims to the individual’s
freedomy; that represents a somewhat adequate balance between individual-
ity and collectivity. As my phenomenological description has revealed, one
of the most salient features of scary movies at the multiplex is an aesthetic
experience of individualized immersion. The pleasure of fearful individual-
ized immersion implies an experience not only of something that happens
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to the self but more emphatically an experience of the self; pleasure always
means that I am affected.?® But in the movie theater the I is always plea-
surably affected with others. It is my lived body that is affected, but I
know—or at least believe that T know—that others are affected equally.
The encounter is merely “almost” private. The cinematic experience always
involves a grain of the social. During specific pleasurable moments, it is
much more than this.

In frightening movies the collective aspect comes into play predominantly
on three levels: as essential but tacit background; as actively intended group
of feelings-in-common; and as the heightened form of group feeling that I
call collective body. The three levels open up a spectrum that reaches from
being attached as a group of physically close viewers to the intersubjective
intimacy of phenomenologically close spectators, from simply not being
alone to an emphatic feeling of belongingness.

Since no one is forced to attend a multiplex screening, these easily-estab-
lished short-term collectivities exist only if a sufficient number of individ-
uals participate. In times of ever-more perfect home viewing conditions,
actively opting for the collective viewing situation inside the theater (rather
than watching a video tape or a DVD) should not be underestimated. In
the theater we deliberately take the active attention of aesthetic attitude
and surrender to the bodily and temporal dictates of the cinematic situa-
tion in order to arrive at a public experience that we share as a physically
close group. The cinematic situation coordinates and synchronizes other-
wise highly individualized agendas and thus gathers a variety of people
around a common activity: the largely passive consumption of the movie.
This collectivity is unified through the perception of the aesthetic object
and only occasionally directs attention towards itself. There is little social
interaction, but apart from the physical closeness we also take for granted
a heightened state of intersubjective objectivity: due to the strong hiding
effect of the multiplex in combination with the immersive quality of fearful
moments like dread or terror we tacitly presuppose that the other view-
ers not only see and hear but also think and feel alike. It is my self that
becomes the point of origin for my understanding of the group: it simply
cannot be that the others do not think and feel like I do. Unless we are
proven otherwise by viewers who make their non-conformity explicit, we
can indulge in our highly individual thoughts and feelings and assume a
collectivity according to our own likeness. This pleasurably flatters what
Bellah et al. call our “narcissism of similarity.”?’

These feelings-in-common largely form a tacit background, but under
certain circumstances I focus more actively on the group experience. The
feelings-in-common become more centrally aware. As we have seen in the
chapter on dread, fear is an emotion that carries a sense of personal detach-
ment. When we feel too threatened by the film and hence the isolation of
fear becomes overwhelming—in other words, when pleasure turns into a
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negative experience—we can deliberately withdraw from immersion and let
ourselves fall into the safety net of the group. Precisely because we feel psy-
chologically isolated in fear, we look for intersubjective reassurance or even
personal contact to re-gain a state of belongingness. These moments of
sociality are rewarding, because we experience them not only as reassuring
but also as pleasurably collective. By actively focusing on the fact that our
co-viewers are also quietly following the film, we might be rewarded with
the reassuring impression that they are similarly afraid. But the viewer may
also establish direct visual, aural or haptic contact: searching for glimpses
of other frightened viewers; talking to one’s neighbor; pressing the hand or
leaning against the shoulder of one’s partner.

As these examples make clear, the cinematic collectivity can also
involve some form of common activity. The third version of fearful plea-
surable collectivity is connected precisely to the active doing of the col-
lective scream—an activity that is more encompassing than the small
subgroups established via direct contact. This corporeal reaction is not a
simple reflex answering a moment of frightening shock, but a convention-
alized and thus legitimate common response (rare are those who scream
alone at home). Screaming implies both actively reaching out to others
and being passively reached by them. By screaming we cry out loud that
we have a similar fearful experience. The taken-for-granted background
suddenly comes to the fore: we become aware that others are present and
feel the same. Again, this can be reassuring; the isolation of fear van-
ishes. Moreover, when the shocking scene is particularly intense (and thus
encourages a uniform reaction) and the screaming crowd is sufficiently
big and densely seated (and thus enforces a fusion of the individual view-
ers’ reactions), collective screaming is not just reassuring but leads to the
pleasurable experience of a collective body, i.e. the spontaneous forma-
tion of a comprehensive quasi-Leib.

Significantly, these various forms of collectivity are united through the
body. In the rough, swift-changing climate of advanced modernity, the
stable commonality of our bodies is positively conservative. While every-
thing around is continuously involved in change, the body’s ‘indeterminate
constancy’ is “the last shelter and sanctuary of continuity and duration,” as
Bauman puts it.?® Via intense emotions and somatic responses like scream-
ing the body becomes the most easily accessible instrument for creating a
bond between the heterogeneous visitors of the movie theater. Since our
bodily reactions are both strongly felt and experienced as inevitable, they
are able to foster an intersubjective understanding of affective equality.
Hence strong forms of fear like horror, shock, dread and terror level social,
economic, ethnic, gender, age and religious differences. If everybody is hor-
rified or shocked, it is not social distinction that counts but social con-
nection. This is presumably the reason why Hitchcock after the enormous
success of Psycho felt so “tremendously satis[fied] . . . to be able to use the
cinematic art to achieve something of a mass emotion.”%
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PLEASURABLE VACILLATIONS: BETWEEN
INDIVIDUALITY AND COLLECTIVITY

The cinema as a whole has to be located somewhere on a continuum
between the extreme individuality and solitude of reading and the strong
collectivity and conformity of mass sports events. When we read, there is
no actual collectivity involved. We enter into a private dialogue with the
text.>® On the other end of the continuum, we have mass sports events like
basketball or soccer games. During such events we leave parts of our indi-
viduality behind and take over the identity of the group we identify with.
When we support a team—say the UCLA Bruins in college basketball—we
scream and shout the letters “U-C-L-A!” not a-synchronically but at the
same time, thus indicating that we leave behind what distinguishes us from
the rest and are willing to merge into a larger whole. The synchronicity of
screams creates a powerful collectivity of which we are an integral part.
Obviously, we are part of this specific group only because we have chosen
it as an expression of our individual identity. Nevertheless, we temporarily
give up an individualized stance during the collective experience.

The pleasure of fear derives from the fact that it offers a bit of both:
a strong individualized immersion and a collective experience, with both
elements dialogically intertwined. In scary movies the viewers sometimes
vacillate fluidly between two extremes: they can almost reach the individu-
ality of reading (during states of deep immersion) but also come close to
the collectivity of mass sports events (during instances of intense collective
screaming). To be sure, the collectivity stays mostly in the background as
a necessary fundament. But throughout the film this background becomes
foregrounded and is perceived more centrally. What is more, if we are part
of an audience that agrees to play by the (display) rules—viewers who do
not stress social distinction by standing out from the group as individuals—
the collective aspect comes to the fore precisely when it does nof conflict
with our wish for individualized immersion but is, in fact, longed for and
needed. These are the moments when we seek the presence of others; when
we need the confirmation that we are not alone; moments of loneliness
due to fear. During these moments the unique pleasure of cinematic fear
derives from the graceful back-and-forth movement of a pendulum swing-
ing between two positive ends: from the pleasure of a powerful lived-body
and time experience in individualized immersion to enjoyable feelings of
belongingness in our collective cinematic experience.

This specific multiplex collectivity is formed on the site that many critics
accuse of being overly individualized, anonymous and sterile.?! According
to these commentators, the multiplex is a place that supports and even
accelerates the loss of community. However, the quality of the multiplex
comes from its ability to let us eat our cake and have it. Ed Tan may be
right when he asserts, “the sense that one is part of a community of like-
minded individuals can probably be more easily acquired by seeking the
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company of family and friends or joining in the social life offered by clubs,
societies, and cafés.”3? What the cinema of fear at the multiplex can offer,
however, is the simultaneity of both: individuality and collectivity. During
the two hours or so in the multiplex we can predominantly indulge in our
individual experience that involves keeping social distance to others while
at the same time entertain the comforting idea that we are part of a larger
whole—a collectivity that for the most part even appears to us as sculpted
in the likeness of our own experience. As such, the multiplex can be seen
as a symptomatic place. It is the institutionalized expression of an attempt
to reconcile a dilemma that determines modern societies as a whole: the
conflicting wish for individuality and community.

To be sure, cinematic collectivity is comparatively flat, fleeting and anon-
ymous. If the aesthetic object vanishes or attention is dispersed otherwise,
the instability of the group and the precariousness of its cohesion become
blatantly obvious. After the movie we avoid each other and go home sepa-
rately, even though we might have enjoyed a pleasurable experience of col-
lectivity a minute before. Obviously, these weak bonds do not mobilize
solidarity, result in reciprocity or create strong in-group loyalty. And they
do not pacify the considerable worries about political fragmentation, the
loss of shared values and goals, the waning of public engagement, the van-
ishing of a stable public sphere, the fear of rampant narcissism, me-first
individualism and the instrumental use of others.>* Without question, the
short-term collectivity offered by the multiplex is very different from the
communitarian vision of a good society with shared values, mutual trust
and solidarity.

Yet admitting the limits of cinematic collectivity and refraining from
hyperbolizing the curative power of aesthetic experience should not
obscure the fact that the cinema does function as a temporary alleviation
for many viewers. In fact, the experience of frightening movies at the mul-
tiplex enables a form of group experience with many advantages. First,
apart from the compliance with the cultural norms of the theater, there are
little common values that have to be established or fought over—it remains
a mere collectivity of feelings. Second, the cinematic collectivity does not
demand long-term commitments, mutual obligations and cooperation
and thus does not impose restrictions on one’s individual way of life. As a
result, there is no danger of authoritarianism and the pressure to conform,
characteristics of many emphatic forms of community. Third, thanks to
the existing institution of the cinema the group is established as easily as
it is dispersed afterwards. It does not demand a common history with spe-
cific memories and a strong incentive to build this collectivity; nor does it
require any efforts to secure its future existence. We can easily dip in and
get out without much ado. Fourth, unlike many long-term communities
(but also in contrast to fan groups and genre buffs) the short-term cohesion
of the cinematic audience does not depend on othering. No actual outsider,
enemy or scapegoat is needed. Togetherness derives from common fear of
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the movie. Since there are in principle no barriers, fearful collectivities are
inclusive rather than exclusive: they do not rely on out-group antagonism.
Small wonder that this particular form of collective experience—despite
strong competitors from other media—is still cherished in individualized
advanced modern societies like ours.



10 The End

THE MISSING

“This is beginning,” Detective Somerset alias Morgan Freeman declares
in Seven at the start of a long and painful investigation. At the very end, I
have to admit that this book is in many ways only a beginning. A number of
aspects have necessarily not found their way into the preceding pages. My
suggestion to expand the research scope of film phenomenology into the
directions of emotions, film form and style as well as reception surround-
ings leaves many aspects untouched—even when it comes to the cinema
of fear. One could easily round out my study by drawing a comparison to
the experience of watching scary movies in the private sphere of the home:
alone, in a dark living-room, on a computer screen, at night. Furthermore,
there are more types of fear to be discussed—types like the uncanny or even
the sublime, which are more difficult to delineate. The abstractions that I
had to make in my typology of the five types of fear, moreover, entailed
the neglect of unique-individual solutions in favor of recurrent-typical
strategies. Hence I have not talked about particular styles of auteurs. And
with the possible exception of Henry—Portrait of a Serial Killer, 1 have not
taken into account arthouse or even experimental approaches to frighten-
ing the audience—think of David Lynch, Abel Ferrara, Michael Almereyda
or, from a non-American perspective, Lars von Trier, Park Chan-Wook and
Takashi Miike.

In addition, a number of questions related to the experience of sound,
music and particularly color had to remain open. Last, since this study was
not primarily intended as an investigation into genres but sought to answer
the aesthetic paradox of pleasurable fear, it had to ignore other emotional or
somatic pleasures often gained from horror movies and thrillers. In order to
be truthful to the genres that figured so prominently in the preceding pages
one would have to take into account disgust and—particularly in regard to
the horror film—Ilaughter and erotic titillation.

One of my underlying arguments was that horror films and thrillers
watched inside the multiplex often entail deep immersive experiences.
However, when we looked at the five types of fear, we saw that considerable
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Figure 10.1 Arthouse horror: Henry (Michael Rooker) in Henry—Portrait of a
Serial Killer.

differences existed in terms of their immersive potential. Following from
this, it might be worthwhile to think more thoroughly about how frighten-
ing films form a continuum, ranging from strongly immersive to particu-
larly extricating movies. On the one end of the spectrum one would have
to locate movies that rely heavily on dread, terror and suggested horror and
do completely without shocks and overwhelming direct horror—films like
the original version of The Haunting (1963), The Blair Witch Project and
The Silence of the Lambs. At the opposite end we would find films that
are heavy on the shock and direct horror side—slasher movies like Scream
or The Evil Dead which repeatedly jolt the viewer out of the filmic world
and draw him or her back into theatrical space. The latter are more inter-
active and hence more consciously collective insofar as they perceptibly
foreground the shared reactions. This is even more obvious once we do not
focus on fear alone but take into account audience responses to disgusting
and funny moments. Witty, allusive movies like Scream 2, horror comedies
like An American Werewolf in London (1987) or trashy, gross-out splatter-
films like The Evil Dead 2 come to mind. William Paul observes, correctly
I think, that these movies “work best within the context of a crowded the-
ater—because their aesthetic is rousing rabble.”!
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WHY CINEMATIC FEAR IN A CULTURE OF FEAR?

“Why do so many fearful Americans enjoy movies that scare them at the
exact historical moment when they have more than enough of it in every-
day life?”, T asked at the very beginning. It is now time to come back to
this question. Americans can enjoy the kinds of fear discussed in this study
in the face of real-life fears sociologists and historians like Barry Glassner
and Peter Stearns talk about simply because the two types of fear easily
co-exist. Fear is not a monolithic block. As Oswald Hanfling has pointed
out: “Such words as ‘fear’ cover a wide range of situations, and the feelings
cannot be described as ‘the same’ or ‘similar’ without the reference to their
circumstances. [ . . . | what if one were asked whether, say, fear of being
chased by a bull is similar to fear of taking an exam or of being betrayed in
love? The experience of fear is multifarious . . .”? In what way is the fear of
climate change, road rage or terrorist attacks different from direct or sug-
gested horror, shock, dread or terror?

First of all, they entail different temporal and lived-body experiences. As
argued in Chapter 9, due to the developments of civilization imminent fears
are largely exterminated. Today most of our fears are directed towards the
future. Philip Fisher elaborates: “Only a civilization that has partly tamed
or thinned out the traditional objects of fear—constant war, predatory ani-
mals, the variations of nature—can then, as a result, begin to expose itself
to a long-term future as part of its daily imagination. [ . .. ] As a society that
has successfully conquered or reduced imminent fear, we live more and more
in an extended future.”3 In comparison to cinematic fear the kinds of fear
that Fisher, Glassner and Stearns talk about are less imminent; they are less
transformative; they are less dense in terms of their temporal experience; and
they are less concrete as a gestalt. In fact, they are less embodied. Instead, we
experience them as comparatively vague, future-oriented and cognitive.

Second, and more importantly, there are differences in terms of pleasure.
Emotions are almost always double-faced. However, in the literature on
emotions the flipside of the coin is often overlooked. This is certainly true
for fear, which is rarely described other than negatively. As this study has
shown, under certain circumstances fear can have a positive, pleasurable
side. Now, if this is the case, the paradox of fear must evaporate. Pleasur-
able fear—Angst-Lust—does exist: In its cinematic variant fear can enable
precious moments of lived-body and temporal intensity just as it may allow
for valuable instances of collectivity and belongingness. Precisely because
negative, long-term, real-life fear and positive, imminent, cinematic fear
are hardly on the same level, there is no need to draw a tight connection
between them: the latter does not control, master or cathartically purge the
former. Hence cinematic fear does not help us to face up to the angst of con-
temporary life. Instead, it is more plausible to look at how the experience
of scary movies counterbalances the transformations brought about by the
processes of civilization and modernization.
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This counterbalancing function also offers an explanation for the
demise of certain genres: they were not capable of offering specific grati-
fications sought by the audience. The renewal of a genre depends on its
variability and openness towards the integration of new contents, stylistic
as well as aesthetic devices that strive to grant certain pleasures. Since the
adaptability of genres is not unlimited, the gratification of specific wishes,
desires and needs cannot be guaranteed by every genre alike. Hence some
genres fall from grace, while others rise. This argument further explains
the enormous popularity of frightening movies at this particular stage of
advanced modernity.

LEGITIMATE PLEASURES? THE CINEMA
OF FEAR’S PLACE IN MODERNITY

While the pleasures of fear as such should not be overly controversial, some
commentators might question the social value of these types of lived-body,
time and collective experience. We should not forget that, as a quintessen-
tial institution of modernity, the cinema cannot inhabit a place ‘beyond’ but
is right at the center of the problem. My argument that the cinema of fear
counterbalances negative transformations of modernity might therefore
raise objections among pessimistic cultural critics. Are frightening films
a double-edged sword not only in terms of their (sometimes questionable)
forms of representation and their (unproved but possibly negative) media-
effects but also in terms of the pleasures they entail? T don’t think so.

We may start with the question of technology. In the midst of a high-tech
world of computers, cyberspace, biotechnology and high-speed trains the
cinema as a modern institution par excellence certainly does not remain
unaffected. I have highlighted some technological changes in terms of exhi-
bition. On the level of production, one only has to consider digital cameras,
digital sound and digital special-effects. Today the cinema employs more
high technology than ever before. Hence the cultural critic might point out
that the cinema furthers the imbalance in our culture’s overvaluation of
technology and devaluation of bodily being. But isn’t this an overly one-side
perspective on technology? It is precisely the cinema’s advanced technol-
ogy that affords us some of our most affective and sought-after lived-body
experiences—experiences that counterbalance the disembodying tenden-
cies of other technological innovations.

Next we might have a look at the question of time. When we watch a
frightening film on a Saturday evening, we surely have to submit to the
external time dictates of the movie theater and the internal time regula-
tion of the projected film, whose rationalization, efficiency, regimenta-
tion, irreversibility und fragmentation might be considered an expression
of the problematic time experience of modernity more generally.* On the
other hand, this surrendering yields a strong reward: the cinema of fear’s
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palpability of time counters precisely modernity’s loss of time experiences
in an ever more accelerated world.

Or take the problem of social disintegration. The cultural critic might
claim that the cinema propels disintegration because it soothes us and hence
prevents more committed, long-lasting, ‘real’ communities. But doesn’t the
cinema at the same time respond positively to the fluctuation of social con-
tacts by, first of all, uniting scattered individuals at a public venue? And
doesn’t the cinema’s anonymous instant collectivity of feelings, moreover,
create a post-traditional form of belongingness that is much more adequate
to and in tune with individualized advanced modernity than the cultural
critic’s communitarian dream?

Last, consider the problem of disembodiment. It is true that the cinema
asks for a docile, disciplined body. If the viewer did not sit still and fol-
low the movie quietly, there would be no aesthetic attitude appropriate
to frightening strategies like dread or suggested horror. Then again, the
viewer’s body can become the site of the specific frightening experience
elaborated on throughout this study only because it is disciplined. While
the viewer is disembodied in one sense, he or she simultaneously experi-
ences a strong revalorization of the body in another sense.

Hence I consider it a wise move to discard the cultural critic’s pessimistic
and hasty claim that frightening movies exacerbate matters. Instead I want
to underscore, once again, the cinema of fear’s alleviating function vis-a-vis
the powerful and persistent transformations of advanced modernity. It was
a central goal of this book to complement the numerous denouncements
and disparagements by providing a strong argument for the counterbal-
ancing effect of scary movies. The oft-derided and condemned but hugely
popular cinema of fear surely yields beneficial pleasures.
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