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Viewing television and film is a much more complex process than the audience may realise. In order to watch, the spectator cannot simply assimilate what they perceive. Even on a basic level, some construction of the visual is necessary. As Bordwell states, ‘Even the simplest act of perceptual recognition is interpretive in that it is more than a simple recording of sensory data. If no knowledge is direct, all knowledge derives from interpretation.’(Bordwell, Making Meaning, p.2) 





Once out of the hands of its producers and aired to an audience, any meanings read into a text are applied by the viewer. Even when simply understanding content, a certain type of interpretation by the audience is necessary. From a constructivist point of view it can be understood that an audience must apply knowledge, in order to read a programme at all. The audience knows what they see is not ‘reality’, but rather a reflection of the ‘real world.’ To go from ‘reality’ to the tele-visual, images are changed from three dimensional to two dimensional. By the prior training of the audience, this dimensional concept is now understood by the spectator. Looking back to the early days of film, a lack of this perceptual understanding is revealed. Stories of audiences ducking in their seats to avoid the Lumiere Brothers’ film of a train entering a station (1896) shows how a lack of understanding the context of moving pictures can lead to misinterpretation.





The Lumiere’s ‘Train’ shows that audiences are not born with a natural instinct for how to interpret films. Our natural instincts as mammals would have us perceive the tele-visual as reality because, in crude terms, it ‘appears real.’ This idea can be seen when a pet cat or dog reacts to the television set, trying to interact with the objects on screen. As humans grow they learn to understand the complex processes of interpretation involved in watching television or films and develop an understanding of artifice, because anything screened is constructed reality. Studies on how children read television have displayed this gradual learning pattern, emphasising the various stages of understanding that are grown through. Robert Hawkins's theory of the ‘Magic Window’ is an example of such a stage. This ‘referred to the degree to which TV programmes were regarded by viewers as either a window onto actual on-going life in the real world or as dramatic fiction.’ (Chandler, Children, WWW.) The idea of children perceiving the tele-visual as reality is made apparent by the age limits of video and film certificates. It is understood that with out the full development of the ‘tools’ needed for interpretation of the visual, seeing certain images depicted could be harmful. Although not concerned with these ‘harmful’ effects in my essay, the idea of why they could effect those without such ‘tools’ holds relevance in terms of ‘how’ audiences interpret what they see. 





At the age of ten I can still vividly recall viewing my first film from the horror genre. 


�


IT (1990) is a film about an evil clown that haunts a group of young children by preying on their negative thoughts. If a child is tricked into believing in the clown, IT then has the power to attack and kill them. I was officially eight years too young when I saw the film, but as the saying goes, kids will be kids. My friend’s older sister had a copy which we had ‘borrowed’ one night to watch. I had developed my interpretation skills enough to read the plot, as well as the complexities of the characters, with their tensions and fears. Unfortunately for myself, I had not developed a total understanding of fictional artifice and was unable to accept that the images were an interpretation of reality. This resulted in my laying awake for several hours for the next few days trying desperately to forget the clown. I was convinced that if I did not, I would be the next victim. 


  


David Bordwell highlights E.H. Grombrich’s theory of ‘The Beholders Share’ when describing how the codes of films must be constructed by an audience. ‘Meanings are not found but made’ (Bordwell, Making Meaning, p.3) He explains that even the basic construction of narrative is an active process. Firstly the viewer must, even if subconsciously, apply their knowledge of the ‘real world’ in order to read the images on the screen, as well as applying established knowledge of the medium in order to understand the significance behind the application of filmic techniques. For example, when watching the ‘bullet-time’ fight sequence between Agent Smith and Neo in The Matrix (1999) the audience recognize the mise-en-scene as that of an underground train station. This is the construction of Bordwell’s ‘diegesis’. Although aware that in ‘reality’ the location was no doubt a set, the inclusion of such props as the staircase, train tracks and trains, aid as visual cues that aid the audience to interpret the world within which the film takes place, which in this case is a fictional one. Also, the audience learn to subconsciously ignore techniques such as editing or tracking shots. These continuity techniques are defining elements of the medium and have become the established way in which the audience are able to follow the view of the director. 





Bullet-time was a new technique when it appeared in The Matrix. The storm of public interest it provoked shows, in the same way as the Lumiere Brothers’ ‘Train’, how new ways of constructing tele-visual reality can shock or excite audiences. By interpreting that this new filmic technique represented a slow-motion and impossible spinning attack by the protagonists the audience actively construct what Bordwell calls the ‘fabula’, the plot of the film, in which the characters can act outside worldly rules such as gravity. This construction of diegesis and fabula is Bordwell’s Referential meaning, the way in which audiences actively interpret the literal plot of a film.
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Bullet-time in Action





Bordwell states three other levels in which the audience construct the visual cues of a film. Along with the Referential, they follow Explicit, Implicit and Symptomatic. The explicit reading of a film works directly off the audiences established construction of the filmic world and plot. It is from these interpretations that the audience is able to read the meaning behind a story. In the Matrix, this can be seen as understanding the portrayal of our world as a ‘constructed reality’ itself, a computer programme. 


Implicit readings require further interpretation of filmic texts by the audience. They must apply knowledge of their own in order to hypothesis the symbolic readings behind what they see. This can be applied to the Matrix with the readings by scholars that it is an enactment of Plato’s ‘Allegory of the cave.’


Symptomatic readings take the concept of audience interpretation further. They highlight the way an audience can adapt a visual text for their own purposes, reading meanings that may be totally unintentional by the director. The ways in which audiences can take different meanings from what they perceive has been the topic of many studies. It plays a large part in understanding the complexities of interpretation as every audience member bringing different needs and mind frames to their viewing.


This can be likened to the study of Hastorf and Cantril (1954), when they examined the reaction of different fans to an American football game. The fans differed in opinions of fairness and quality of play, as well as the number of fouls during the game. The conclusion was that no-one mealy observes a game, or indeed anything else. People apply their own established biases, wishes and needs to anything they perceive and construct what they observe using the elements that are significant to these requirements. 


The Uses and Gratifications model (1973) suggests varying reasons why people will approach a media text such as Film or Television. It highlights how social environments and individual needs will affect what and how we watch, as well as the other options of satisfaction available, such as hobbies or sleep. The four main functions of gratification available through the media are stated as surveillance, entertainment, personal identity and social relationship. These ‘uses’ highlight how the media is utilized by the audience for its own needs. For example, ‘surveillance’ can include the use of a news bulletin for knowledge of what is going on in the world. ‘Social relationship’ can be the following of a Soap Opera for companionship, when people send bereavement cards to dead characters is an example of this. However it can also mean the use of a Soap Opera, or indeed any programme, for a common ground from which ‘real life’ socialising can take place. 





Many elements of a film or programme can affect an audience’s analysis of its text. The actual structure of a narrative is an example. Certain ways of constructing a story on film have been established. ‘Linear’ narrative is when we follow the protagonist through the plot, beginning, then middle, then end. There are variations on this, like the ‘parallel’ narrative, in which two or more protagonists are followed until their paths collide, or the ‘flashback’ narrative, in which the time line of the plot shifts back and forth. Audiences become actively involved in the following of such narratives and will try to predict outcomes. The fact that an audience member can ‘lose the plot’ and become confused by a narrative is proof that viewing is an active process in which the audience will, to varying degrees, be involved with the construction of happenings. The makers of such programmes are aware of the ways audiences will construct their works and can play on the expected normalities. An example of such is Alfred Hitchcock’s 
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Psycho (1960) in which Janet Leigh is killed off early in the film. She was a very famous actress at the time and people would have gone with the pre-text of seeing her in a staring role. Hitchcock used this knowledge of narrative


expectations in order to trick the audience. When Psycho was released he put out a request that no one be allowed entrance into the theatre after the film had started so as to conserve this play on expected interpretation. As Hitchcock stated, ‘Late-comers would have been waiting to see Janet Leigh after she had disappeared from screen action.’  (Wells, Psycho, p.34) 


Genres are a way in which audiences have learned to interpret filmic texts, indeed they are a feature of many art forms. In classical painting genres appear in the form of a hierarchy, with pictures grouped and valued based on their themes, such as landscape or still life. The film and television audience actively separate what they watch. Debates about the defining characteristics of genres, or if certain films fit into them are common place. Looking at the Gangster genre as an example, I can further explain the detail of audience genre analysis.  





A genre has expected conventions, which the audience anticipate seeing. A genre film that did not fulfil its defining characteristics would lose the interest of much its audience. The gangster genre has very specific characteristics. Dating back to the Prohibition in 1930’s America, the films traditionally dealt with ruthless street criminals who illegally imported Liquor into the cities. Films such as Angels with Dirty Faces (1938) always had to have moralistic endings tacked on due to fear of censorship. Today the traditions of the genre remain but are contemporarily modified. There must always be a violent male protagonist from the urban streets that he personifies. He rises through crime to the top of society, greed then overwhelms him and he has an abrupt moralistic fall, usually resulting in death or capture by the police.   ‘The gangster films are successful because their conventions have imposed themselves upon the general consciousness of the audience. They go to see a film with very definite expectations.., originality is to be welcomed only in the degree that it intensifies the expected experience without fundamentally altering it.’ (Warshow, the Gangster, WWW) 





Modern adaptations of the gangster film have therefore had to be careful in the originality of their concepts. Drift too far from the generics or not make the references clear enough and the audience not only disregard the programme, they totally condemn it. This can be seen in happening in the gangster genre through Oliver Stone’s film Natural Born Killers (1994). The plot sees the two criminal protagonists Mickey and Mallory escape their moral undoing at the end. This was too much for fans of the genre, who failed to appreciate the directors more complex undertones of the media itself as the real ‘Gangster’. The film does climax with the moralistic end of this gangster when the work obsessed, egomaniac, media reporter Wayne Gayle is shot live on air by Mickey and Mallory. � INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.oscarworld.net/ostone/nbk1.jpg" \* MERGEFORMATINET �


Wayne Gayle lined up to be killed on air, through a hand held camera shot.





 Unhappy with what fans thought was the destruction of their favourite genre, reviews like the following appeared, ‘Natural Born Killers is the most brain-dead and cowardly film I've seen in a very long time. It's not that it doesn't have the courage of its convictions; it just doesn't have any convictions. Instead, it's just a barf-bag of derivative MTV imagery spiked with a heavy dose of cheap irony.’ (Emerson, Natural Born Killers, WWW.)





In order to visually perceive anything, the human mind must construct the signals it is being sent from the retina of the eye. Only through a lifetime of both conscious and sub-conscious training have humans learnt to develop these images into meaningful signs and codes. It is like the man who recovered his sight after 30 years of blindness, ‘When I could see again, objects literally hurled themselves at me. One of the things a normal person knows from long habit is what not to look at. Things that don't matter, or that confuse, are simply shut out of their seeing minds. I had forgotten this, and tried to see everything at once; consequently I saw almost nothing.’ (Muenzinger, 1942, cied in Chandler) Viewing film or television is essentially the same process as any form of seeing. Audiences select the things that matter to them and reject those that do not. Bordwell’s codes are an example of the ways in which audiences have learnt to interpret the world of films. In the same way that humans visually construct the ‘real’ world, it is only through active selection and interpretation that we see anything at all.
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