
Popular film and emotional response
in a (very, very large) nutshell



Areas you should consider:
• Cinematic techniques filmmakers use to provoke emotional 

response

• Separate form and content

• Does the filmmaker have a purpose in provoking emotional 
response?

• Contextual issues of audience

• The relationship between the film and the audience: to what 
extent is there ‘agreement’ between text and spectator as to 
emotional response?



• Maléna – Giuseppe Tornatore (2000)

• Audition – Takashi Miike (2000)

• The Innocents – Jack Clayton (1961)

• Let the Right One In – Tomas Alfredson (2008)

Also:

• Reservoir Dogs – Quentin Tarantino (1992) 

• American History X – Tony Kaye (1998)

• Arrival of a Train – Lumiere Brothers (1895)

Key Films we have studied



• What it is showing

e.g. 

• Graphic and visual 
horror

• Racial views and 
political opinions

• Distressing/taboo 
topics

• Children in peril

How it was made

e.g.

• Mise-en-scene

• Cinematography

• Animation/live action

• Spatial and narrative 
disruption

• Performance

Form Vs. Content



Within the study of Spectatorship:

The relationship between the text and the viewer is 
complex.

There exists a plurality of readings and subjectivity of 
response.

The viewer enters into a discourse with the text they 
are viewing.

The viewer’s ‘reading’ of a text could be preferred, 
negotiated or oppositional (Stuart Hall).



Key Questions within the spectatorship debate.

1. How does a film text aim to generate 
emotional response?

NB. The 5 modes of engagement below are often 
inter-woven.
• Through its use of micro and macro elements. (These underpin all textual 

constructions).

• Through viewer identification with a particular character or life event.

• Through discussions of contentious issues, events or themes. (These could include 
drawing on historical events).

• Through challenging the viewer’s assumptions or confirming their world view.

• Through shocking the viewer, exciting them, angering them, manipulating them or 
making them cry.



Key Questions within the spectatorship debate.

2. Is the emotional impact of a film influenced 
by contextual or pre-existing  knowledge?
• The film might be based on true events.

• ‘Word of mouth’, critical and popular criticism might influence expectations.

• Knowledge of the director, stars or genre could influence viewer response.

• Knowledge of an original text eg. the book that inspired the film, could set up 
expectations.

• What ‘triggers’ empathy in a spectator dependent on their life experience?

• Are there unintended triggers for a spectator’s emotional response? 



Key Questions within the spectatorship debate.

3. Does the viewer’s age, gender, sexuality, 
ethnicity etc influence the viewer’s emotional 
response?

4. Does emotional response diminish when a 
film dates or with repeated viewings?

5. Is emotional response influenced by 
different viewing contexts?

6. Does being able to read a film critically 
impede emotional response?



• Spectator (individual, personal) vs. Audience (Group experience, 
shared meaning)

• Repeated viewings
• Medium (e.g. Animation vs. Live action)
• Cultural context (including cultural values as well as language barriers)
• Context of production
• Context of spectatorship
• Narrative structure
• Casting
• Character identification
• Central imagining vs. Acentral imagining
• Turning voyeurism back on the spectator
• Shock vs. Suspense 

Consider



• Juxtaposition of genres (Comedy/gangster)

• Music Juxtaposed with context of scene –
Torture

• What is happening is left to the 
imagination; we don't see what happens 

• Subjective camera shots – cinematography 
implies the violence rather than shows it. 

• Spatial disruption when Mr Blond leaves 
the warehouse to acquire petrol. 

Reservoir Dogs – Quentin Tarantino 
(1992)



• Swastika tattoo – creates an opinion on him

• Heroic – him in the dark with angelic music 
and lighting

• Curb stomp – phobia

• Immigration issues

• Manipulates sympathies – then shows 
consequences and different sides 

• Powerful speeches, we get drawn in, side with 
him – shock at his actions

American History X – Tony Kaye (1998)



• Male Gaze – we are made to indentify with the male 
character, we follow his story.

• Music is a trigger
• Overtly cinematic fantasies – western, Film noir, Tarzan, 

Gladiator
• Age gap between Malena and Renato – Awkward but adds 

to comedy and makes it more acceptable
• War is going on, we forget this but are quickly reminded –

e.g the bomb drops on Malena’s father
• We watch her getting beaten up we are punished for our 

voyeurism. We have been watching and now we can’t do 
anything. We have been put in a helpless position.

• Manipulation of the male gaze – is the film misogynistic or 
critical of the male gaze?

Maléna – Giuseppe Tornatore (2000)



• Jump in genre makes viewing uneasy
• Brutal cuts, Change location, dislocating
• White noise whenever Asami is on screen
• Spatial disruption and narrative questions
• Father son relationship allows us to relate to 

Ayoma
• Doesn't show us much of the torture. Focus’s 

on sound and reaction.
• Asami’s performance is unsettling as she 

seems innocent and childlike while torturing 
Ayoma

Audition – Takashi Miike (2000)



The Innocents – Jack Clayton (1961)
• Deep focus cinematography and distortion of spatial location
• Wide screen aspect ratio and objects positioned at the edge 

of sight lines
• Gradually darkening tone of light, costumes, etc.
• Spectator identification with the main character is 

undermined through narrative unreliability
• Performance from Miss Giddens and the children
• Dreamlike atmosphere of the house and location
• Narrative structure leaves questions deliberately unanswered
• Deliberately long cross fades overlap action, suggesting the 

children have a subliminal presence over different scenes
• Stylised lighting
• Subtly eerie sound effects



Alignment with character

• In each film, consider how we are steered 
towards empathy/identification/desire etc. for a 
key character.

• Do any of the films manipulate that alignment?



Let the Right One In



Oskar – our 
sympathy

• The mise en scene and framing combine to isolate Oskar, offering the 
viewer a reading of his state of mind and add emphasis to his 
loneliness

• His bullying is humiliating

• His relationship with other characters is deliberately made difficult 
through positioning and performance

• The spatial and mise en scene contrast between Oskar and other 
characters is strongly contrasted with his relationship with Eli, which is 
largely shot in intimate close-up and extremely shallow focus

http://photobucket.com/images/let the right one in
http://photobucket.com/images/let the right one in


How the film 
‘problematises’ 

our empathy

• Performance

• Costume/hair, etc

• Character passivity

• Props- e.g. the knife

http://photobucket.com/images/let the right one in
http://photobucket.com/images/let the right one in


Emotional response and textual engagement strategies.
Considerations.

• An evolved vampire film eg. Eli breaks the usual visual codes of the vampire.

• Character identification. The bullies are presented as the real villains of the 
film.

• The vampire as a metaphor for exclusion. Identification and empathy.

• The palette of the film is laden with binary opposites. Snow and darkness. 
Snow and blood. Beauty and danger. Intimacy and isolation.

• Subtlety and silence. The soundscape of the film is as enigmatic and enthralling 
as the mise en scene.

• The brutal, but satisfactory, narrative resolution.



Critical approach?

• Laura Mulvey and the ‘male gaze’ – the 
eroticisation of the female body on screen using 
cinematic technique

• Psychoanalysis – character ‘recognition’ by the 
spectator links to Jaques Lacan’s mirror effect

• Richard Wollheim and central/acentral imagining

• All these approaches suggest that identification 
with or relationship to the character is where 
emotional response takes effect.  Do you agree?



• Richard Allen – suggests that the spectator 
knowingly ‘uses’ film and “actively participates in 
the experience of illusion that the cinema 
affords.”

• Consider how we ‘use’ film as an emotional 
stimulus.

• Bela Balazs – states the importance of shot types 
(especially the close-up) in triggering response 
through microphysiognomy.



Are audiences just a bunch of pliable 
dimbots then?

• Remember: Stuart Hall differentiates between 
audiences (mass response) and spectators 
(individual response). Do we take a stance that is 
preferred, negotiated, oppositional or aberrant? 

• Julian Hanich suggests that we look into, onto or 
away from a film at extreme moments: 
spectators control the extent of our emotional 
engagement. 

• Aristotle suggested that engaging with tragic 
action is cathartic for the spectator.



How far is the emotional response to mainstream 
films triggered by specific techniques used

by the filmmakers?


