Analysing the importance of spectatorship in eliciting an emotional response in an audience
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Why I chose this topic

Film making in essence is a collaboration of many different art forms. With each individual aspect yielding the potential to elicit a visceral emotional reaction from an audience. Some films scare us; some make us cry; some make us laugh. However, what makes a truly good film stand out is its ability to leave us suspended between feelings – both joyous and sad, or angry and serene. A great film will take you by the hand as it leads you on a journey, whilst simultaneously and subconsciously manipulating your emotions like a conductor controls an orchestra. It is this influence, of being able to evoke such powerful of emotions, that makes film making stand out as truly a commanding and unique form of artistic expression. I will be exploring just how films are able to convey emotions and promote a synchronicity between what is shown and what an audience feels.

Spectatorship

In order to understand how films can act as a stimulus to elicit emotions; first we must understand how an audience perceives a film. Distinguishing the audience as a spectator, which fundamentally is the classification of an individual viewing a film, is crucial in understanding how perspective influences an individual’s particular understanding and reaction to a film. “You and I are referred to as spectators when we position ourselves in front of a screen and engage in watching a film” (Phillips 2003: 92). 

It should be noted that there is a definitive distinction between the spectator and the viewer. “Spectatorship is not only the act of watching a film, but also the ways one takes pleasure in the experience, or not; the means by which watching movies becomes a passion, or a leisure-time activity like any other” (Mayne 1993). Spectatorship refers to the process of going to see a film and subsequently becoming invested in it.   Spectators are not simply passive viewers, but rather immerse themselves in the film, taking the pleasure of watching and giving a meaning to the film. It is this understanding which garners film makers with a power to influence the audience’s experience. 

Utilising the concept of spectatorship, one can associate the viewing experience for an audience with gaze theory. Gaze theory is a term which refers to the notion that movies are filmed from a man’s perspective, specifically a heterosexual masculine viewpoint, which is entitled the male gaze. Laura Mulvey, who coined the term ‘male gaze,’ stated that classical cinema produces images of women reflecting male sexual fantasies. “The determining male gaze projects its fantasy onto the female figure, which is styled accordingly. In their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness” (Mulvey 1989, 19). It is this display of, such apparently innocent, voyeurism that facilitates the audience’s emotional response to a film. 

We can contextualise this theory with the works of Alfred Hitchcock, in particular his film Psycho. Whereby in the initial twenty minutes or so of the film the focus is on the character of Marion Crane, leading to the audience succumbing to the idea that she is the film’s protagonist. This assumption is further reinforced as we are lead to believe that Marion is a character who is in charge of her own destiny, a luxury which would not have been the norm for many females during the period of the 1960’s when the film was set. This is because we lay witness to her stealing money, having sex when she is unmarried and ultimately her acting as a seductress. At first impression, these qualities could be seen as an endorsement for the character’s resilience, however, this sentiment soon disintegrates as we later observe her murder. 

It is this deception of power, which Hitchcock so masterfully implements, that manipulates the audience’s perception of the character. Initially we are encouraged to support Marion, but ultimately the solitary reward for such support is seeing the character die. This links back to Mulvey’s male gaze theory where the inclusion of female characters acts not to propels narrative but to entice a masculine audience. 

Semiotics

To further our understanding, of the relationship between films and the emotional response that they elicit to an audience, we must examine semiotics. Essentially semiotics is the study of signs and symbols and the meanings and interpretations that we attribute to them. The most prominent theory that encapsulates the sphere of semiotics was constructed by the Swiss sociologist Ferdinand de Saussure, who says that there is “no relationship between what he calls the signifier and the signified” (de Saussure, 1916: 75). For example, there is no actual relationship between the word ‘fire,’ which is a signifier, and an actual fire which is the signified. However, when we perceive the specific sequence of letters that spell out ‘fire’ our brain automatically conjures up an image of a fire. Although this process happens subconsciously, there is an undeniable cause and effect process occurring, where our minds are encouraged to make such connections. Semiotics is a useful tool in film making as it allows film makers to portray an idea, character or plot in a complex way without outright saying it. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]This cumulates to a level of influence which allows film makers the ability to allude to certain future events or perhaps to set an underlying tonal shift in a film’s narrative, while at the same time maintaining a degree of ambiguity and subtlety. An example in cinema which reflects semiotics as a foreshadowing device can be seen in Martin Scorsese’s The Departed. In the film, a visual ‘X’ is continuously used to foreshadow the death of characters, these crosses are usually hidden within the surrounding architecture of a scene. This use of symbolism, pays homage to the 1933 film Scarface, in which an ‘X’ is, once again, repetitiously used to indicate that a gangster is to be taken out of existence. Subtlety can range immensely, in fact, the subtlest implantation of this symbol occurs without it even being visualised. When a gang member is killed after bowling a strike at a bowling alley, the film maker does not have to outright display an ‘X,’ this is because audiences can make the automatic assumption that a strike is symbolised by this particular letter. Furthermore, for a substantial segment of the world’s population, the symbol of a cross could evoke connotations to Jesus and his persecution and ultimate crucifixion by the Romans. Having this symbolism within a film could bolster an audience’s emotional response and force them to question the forthcoming events which could ultimately lead to a particular character’s demise.

Colour

Comparatively, colour can act as motif in films to elicit an emotional response from an audience. Colour theory, a subdivision of semiotics, is the study of how particular colours are associated with and evoke certain emotions. Colours can be sorted in a spectrum which is known as the visible spectrum, this is the portion of the electromagnetic spectrum that is visible to the human eye, essentially these are the colours that we can see. This ranges from violet all the way to deep red. Colours in the red area of the colour spectrum are known as warm colours and include red, orange, and yellow. These warm colours evoke emotions ranging from feelings of passion, warmth or danger. On the polar opposite of the spectrum are blue colours and these are commonly referred to as cool colours and these include blue, purple, and green. These colours often encompass the feeling of serenity but could also evoke emotions of melancholy or sadness.

The meanings that we attribute to colours are not merely coincidental but in fact are emblematic of how we evolved as a species. “In the evolution of the human and certain species of other animals, the ability to see colours developed because this power was crucial for survival” (Mahnke, 1996: 11). Aposematism, a term coined by evolutionary biologist Sir Edward Bagnall Poulton, “is used to describe common phenomenon in nature: the coincidence between conspicuous colouration and unpalatability in potential prey animals” (Evans, 1990: 24). The reason why red is recognised as a symbol of danger is because in the natural world red stands out the most vividly against a green background. This is indicative that the psychology behind how we perceive colours is intrinsically ingrained into our genetic makeup. 

Guillermo del Toro implements colour as a critical device in supporting the narrative in his film, Pan’s Labyrinth. He uses polarising colours to differentiate between reality and the fantasy world, with the former having a blue accent and the latter a red and gold accent. Furthermore, to reinforce the tone he utilises a gloomy and darker shade for the real world, whilst including a warmer and overly more colourful palette for the fantasy world. Although we are encouraged to picture the real world as place of sadness and danger due to the blue tones; having red as a primary colour in the fantasy world implies a lack of security and safety. Ultimately the outcome of which, leaves the audience with the harsh and rather pessimistic reality that neither reality nor the fantasy world echo perfection. 

Sound

Cinema is far from being a singular sensory experience, ever since sound first accompanied film in 1927, film makers have been devising creative techniques to fully take advantage of this dynamic medium. Sound can be characterised as everything the audience can hear in a film; this could contain spoken dialogue, sound effects and the musical score. We can further categorise sound into two distinctive conglomerates; diegetic and non-diegetic sounds. Particular sounds that we attribute as being diegetic emanate from a source that is visible or implied in the world of a film. An example of which could be spoken dialogue between actors or sounds originating from objects on screen such as police sirens or footsteps. Conversely, sounds that are non-diegetic originate from a source which is neither present nor implied within a narrative universe of a film. For instance, the musical score or voice overs. 

Cleverly crafting the sound design of a film can add mood or atmosphere, with different sounds having the ability to elicit different responses from the audience. High pitched sounds, such as tires squealing and screams, help to develop a visceral sense of apprehension or tension. Contrarily, implementing low pitched sounds can deliver an atmospheric sense of serenity or mystery, such as the sounds of waves at a beach or a door swinging open.

Michel Chion stated that sound does not “naturally” correspond to an image. Furthermore, audiences enter into an audiovisual contract, which is a “symbolic contract that the audio-viewer enters into, agreeing to think of sound and image as forming a single entity" (Chion 1994, p.216). This suggests that even though there is no perceived link between the visual aspects of film and that of their sound elements we, as an audience, are encouraged to make this connection in order to allow an immersive experience. The audience has to make this leap, whether it be subconsciously or not, in order to process that the elements of sound and image are participating in one the same entity or world. It is with this psychological understanding that we can understand why audiences are drawn into a film and consequently are bound into perceiving all sights and sounds as real. It is this believability, or verisimilitude, that aids in inciting an emotional response by an audience. 

Conclusion

 For many film makers creating films is a form of creative expression; by having their feelings, thoughts or emotions materialised into a film it allows individuals to have a voice. It is the mastering of the elements explored throughout this analysis which accumulate to delivering an immersive and impactful film. The medium of film making yields almost limitless possibilities for films to be made, whether they be manufactured simply for entertainment or to put across a more impactful message. Ultimately, for any film maker, having a film which is impactful to an audience is the real ambition. When the lights turn on and the audience leave the cinema, they cannot take the film with them, however they take with them new ideas or feelings that the film explores. 
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