
       



Preface

In 1987 I was working towards my PhD at Princeton and was surprised to
discover that the Department of Philosophy was offering a course on the
philosophy of film. I had no idea that such a subject existed. I was interested
in the philosophy of art and had a passing interest in film, so I decided to sit
in on the lectures. The course was a revelation: one could actually do
philosophy about film and moreover do it in a way that was both intellec-
tually rigorous and also acutely sensitive to the aesthetic qualities of indi-
vidual films. The visiting professor who taught that course was George
Wilson, who has been a friend and something of a mentor ever since. My
greatest intellectual debts in the philosophy of film are to him. Had he not
taught that course, this book would probably never have been written.
Having been inspired by George’s course, I attended several film courses

run by P. Adams Sitney and Tony Pipolo at Princeton. I sat well back in a
large lecture theatre, and I suspect that they never knew I was there. But
their lectures showed me, along with George’s wonderful interpretations of
films, how powerful and interesting films could be and that films were
capable of far greater depth than I had previously imagined. My debts to
these two scholars are considerable.
On moving to St Andrews in 1990, I was delighted to discover that my

new colleagues encouraged me to start a philosophy of film course, and they
have been unfailingly supportive of my endeavours since then. I also owe a
great deal to several generations of St Andrews undergraduates and post-
graduates, who have attended the various philosophy of film courses I have
taught. Most of the material in this book has been, in various versions, road
tested on them. They no doubt suffered through early drafts of this material,
but several of them, as well as some of my erstwhile colleagues who taught
the course when I was on leave, have gone on to teach philosophy of film
courses since then, so I suppose that I must have been doing something
right. Roy Cook, Brandon Cooke, Matthew Kieran, Kathleen Stock,
Hamish Thompson and Kate Thomson-Jones were among my victims.
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I would also like to thank the many philosophers and film theorists who
have over the years given me comments on papers or talks, material from
which has been incorporated into this book. These include Noël Carroll,
Diarmuid Costello, Greg Currie, Julian Dodd, Jonathan Friday, Peter
Goldie, John Hyman, Andrew Kania, Jerry Levinson, Paisley Livingston,
Dom Lopes, Patrick Maynard, Bence Nanay, Alex Neill, Michael Newall,
Carl Plantinga, Greg Smith, Murray Smith and Kendall Walton. I am
particularly grateful to Richard Allen and David Davies, who read a draft
of the entire manuscript and provided many helpful comments on it. I am
also grateful for the comments on the book by members of my M.Litt.
seminar on the philosophy of film in 2008. I also owe a special debt of
gratitude to Noël Carroll, whose work on the philosophy of film played a
critical role in convincing me early on that the subject is one that can
support serious philosophical endeavours, and whose writings and friend-
ship have been of great importance to me in helping me to develop my own
philosophy of cinema.

I would like to thank the University of St Andrews for funding two
periods of research leave and the Leverhulme Trust for granting me a
Research Fellowship to work on the book. I am also very grateful to
Hilary Gaskin and Gillian Dadd at Cambridge University Press, whose
encouragement for me to write this book has been much appreciated. And
I am indebted to the staff at the Kobal Collection for being unfailingly
helpful and efficient in providing the illustrations for this book.

This book draws in part on several of my previously published papers,
though this material has been extensively revised and augmented. I have
used material from the following by kind permission of Oxford University
Press: ‘Film’ in Jerrold Levinson (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Aesthetics
(2003); ‘Film Authorship and Collaboration’ in Richard Allen and Murray
Smith (eds.), Film Theory and Philosophy (1997); and ‘Making Sense of
Films: Neoformalism and its Limits’, Forum for Modern Language Studies,
31 (1995), pp. 8–23. I am grateful to Blackwell Publishers for permission to
use material from: ‘The Philosophy of the Movies: Cinematic Narration’
in Peter Kivy (ed.), The Blackwell Guide to Aesthetics (Blackwell, 2004);
‘Interpreting the Arts: The Patchwork Theory’, Journal of Aesthetics and Art
Criticism, 51 (1993), pp. 597–609; and ‘Cinematic Art’, Journal of Aesthetics
and Art Criticism, 60 (2002), pp. 299–312. I would like to thank Routledge
for permission to use material from ‘Digital Cinema’ in Paisley Livingston
and Carl Plantinga (eds.), The Routledge Companion to Philosophy and
Film (Routledge, 2009). I have also used material from ‘Identification and
Emotion in Narrative Film’ in Carl Plantinga and Greg M. Smith (eds.),
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Johns Hopkins University Press, reprinted with permission of The Johns
Hopkins University Press. I am grateful to the Association for Media
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parts of ‘Imagination, Interpretation, and Film’, Philosophical Studies, 89
(1998), pp. 331–41, with kind permission of Springer Science and Business
Media. Finally, I am grateful to Presses Universitaires de France for allowing
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Finally, as always, my thanks go to my parents, and to Morag, Suzanne
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Introduction

This book addresses some central issues in the philosophy of cinema: the
role of expression, realism, authorship, theories of interpretation, the nature
of narration, character identification and audiences’ emotional responses. In
developing theories of these phenomena, two broad themes emerge. The
first is a concern with cinema as an art. The second is an argument that the
cinematic medium plays a role in explaining and evaluating central features
of cinematic works. In both respects, the book reveals a strong debt to
classical film theory, which was concerned with the question of what makes
film an art, and argued that the nature of the film medium plays a central
role in understanding and evaluating films. Contemporary film theory lost
interest in the question of whether film is an art and in some of its modes
was little concerned with the nature of the film medium, assimilating it
instead to semiotic phenomena. And some contemporary philosophers of
film, notably Noël Carroll, have argued at length both that there is no role
for medium-specific explanations in film and also that, partly as a result of
this, we should abandon the attempt to construct grand film theory, and
instead adopt piecemeal theorising.1 If the argument of this book is suc-
cessful, the classical film theorists were much closer to the truth in holding
that medium-specific explanations and evaluations, as well as a good degree
of systematising theory about cinema, are possible.
The scope of the discussion of cinema in this book is broad. Cinema is the

medium of the moving image. In the etymologically rooted sense of the
word, ‘cinema’ is related to the notion of kinematics, the study of things that
move. ‘Movies’ and ‘motion pictures’ are terms that capture the pheno-
menon: we are discussing pictures that move.Moving images come in many
kinds, a fact of which it has been easy to lose sight until recently, given the
dominance of traditional photochemical, celluloid-based film for most of
the period in which moving images have been subject to theorising. Indeed,

1 Noël Carroll, Theorizing the Moving Image, especially Part I.
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sometimes the word ‘film’ is used simply to mean photochemical, celluloid-
based moving images, a usage I will not respect. When I need to single out
photochemical films, i.e., films composed of images made by exposing
certain photosensitive chemical salts to light, I will refer to ‘traditional’
films or cinema. As we shall see, cinema never was confined to photo-
chemical images. The variety of the kinds of cinema has become obvious
within the last fifteen years with the rise of digital cinema, both in its non-
interactive and interactive forms; the latter encompasses a range of cases
from videogames to digital interactive dramas to virtual reality displays.

Since the role of the medium plays a central part in the book’s argument,
the question arises of what to say about digital cinema, in particular, in
relation to the traditional cinematic medium. Digital cinema is in salient
ways different from traditional cinema, particularly in its interactive possi-
bilities, so it is important to consider in what ways its differences condition
artistic features of cinematic works. So in most chapters a separate section
considers how the argument advanced in that chapter applies to digital
cinema. The upshot is a systematic investigation of some central features of
digital cinema, both interactive and non-interactive, in addition to those of
traditional film. Both digital and interactive cinema have earned a great deal
of attention from new media theorists and game studies scholars, but these
scholars have shown little interest in how classical film theory might be of
assistance in understanding them. Philosophers have scarcely even begun to
address the issue of digital cinema. This book, I hope, will help remedy this
situation and show how questions, concepts and tools partly derived from
classical film theory can fruitfully be applied to the wide variety of cinema
that is now available to us.

The rest of this Introduction sketches in some necessary background to
the argument advanced in this book. The first section adumbrates the
development of film theory and the philosophy of film. The second pro-
vides an overview of the development of the cinematic medium, including
traditional, digital and interactive cinema. Given the importance of the
cinematic medium to the argument of this book, it is vital to understand the
technical aspects of the medium.

i . 1 f i lm theor y and ph i lo so phy

Today the philosophy of film is a wide and growing discipline, and exhibits
a striking feature that, though not unique amongst the philosophies of the
arts, is at least unusual: many philosophers and film theorists are interacting
with and learning from each other’s work. Much, though certainly not all,
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of the work of philosophers has been critical of aspects of film theory, but
the interaction has been fruitful for both disciplines. This interplay is
witnessed by several anthologies in which both film theorists and philoso-
phers of film are included.2 And probably the most widely used introduc-
tory film anthology includes writings by the philosophers Noël Carroll,
Stanley Cavell, Gilles Deleuze, Cynthia Freeland and Jerrold Levinson.3

Philosophy of film is almost as old as the medium of photographic film
(which was invented around 1890): Hugo Munsterberg, a philosopher
and psychologist, wrote a pioneering work on film in 1916.4 However,
film only began to attract wide philosophical attention in the 1970s,
which saw seminal books and articles appear by Stanley Cavell, Francis
Sparshott, Alexander Sesonske, and Arthur Danto.5 Since then, writings
in the philosophy of film have burgeoned; more recent important philo-
sophical monographs on film include those of Noël Carroll, Gregory Currie
and George Wilson.6 Besides books and articles on the philosophy of film
in general, there have also been many studies of individual films by
philosophers.
Since film theory has played a central role in setting the agenda for the

philosophy of film, it is worth briefly rehearsing film theory’s development.7

Classical film theory began shortly after the invention of film. Its concerns
were broadly threefold. First, a new medium had been born: but was it art?
Its roots in scientific experiments and its mechanical means of recording
seemed to rule out any role for individual expression or for created form,
which argued against its artistic status. Classical film theorists such as
Rudolf Arnheim (who is a major influence on the present book) were
keen to defend film against such charges and show that it was indeed an

2 David Bordwell and Noël Carroll (eds.), Post-Theory; Richard Allen and Murray Smith (eds.), Film
Theory and Philosophy; Carl Plantinga and Greg M. Smith (eds.), Passionate Views; and Paisley
Livingston and Carl Plantinga (eds.), The Routledge Companion to Philosophy and Film.

3 Leo Braudy and Marshall Cohen (eds.), Film Theory and Criticism.
4 Hugo Munsterberg, The Photoplay.
5 Stanley Cavell, The World Viewed (the first edition was published in 1971); Francis Sparshott, ‘Basic
Film Aesthetics’ (first published in 1971); Alexander Sesonske, ‘Cinema Space’; and Arthur Danto,
‘Moving Pictures’.

6 Noël Carroll, Philosophical Problems of Classical Film Theory; Noël Carroll, Theorizing the Moving
Image; Gregory Currie, Image and Mind; and George Wilson, Narration in Light.

7 Influenced by film theory, but distinct from it, is the field of game studies, including the study of
videogames. The most prominent theoretical division in this field concerns the possibility of inter-
active narration, an issue that divides narratologists from ludologists, and which I discuss in detail in
Section 5.7. Other issues addressed by game studies have direct analogues within traditional film
studies, such as the status of videogames as an art, the role of authorship and the nature of audiences’
emotional engagement with works. These aspects will also be addressed in the present book, but only
insofar as they rest on the interactive element of videogames, rather than on their status as games.
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art form.8 Second, because of its photographic basis film seemed to be in
some sense a pre-eminently realist medium and therefore to have new
artistic resources distinct from earlier art forms: André Bazin and Siegfried
Kracauer investigated the nature of film realism.9 Third, if film is an art,
then it seemed to many that there must be an identifiable artist responsible
for each film; hence proponents of the auteur theory, such as Andrew Sarris
and Victor Perkins, argued for the existence of a single author of a film,
normally identified as the director.10 As we shall see, all of these issues have
been of interest to philosophers. Indeed, in its central concerns, in its clarity
of expression and in its precision of argument, classical theory bears some
affinity to contemporary philosophy of film.

The second kind of theory, so-called contemporary film theory, came to
prominence in the mid-1960s. Its central claim was that film is a kind of
language. That idea had been mooted by some classical theorists, such as
Sergei Eisenstein.11 But it received its most sustained defence at the hands of
Christian Metz.12 To this claim was later added the thesis that psycho-
analysis, in particular that form represented by the works of Jacques Lacan,
is central both to the understanding of the film medium and to under-
standing viewers’ responses to films.13 Contemporary film theorists also
argued for the pervasiveness of ideology in film in virtue of certain features
of the medium or of certain major kinds of films, such as realist ones.14

Several philosophers have been intensely critical of the three claims just
outlined.15However, though this kind of film theory is still a very influential
force in cinema studies, of late the field has grown more pluralistic and
somewhat less interested in building grand theory, and has become more
attentive to the varieties of ways that individual films and national cinematic
traditions represent their subjects.

Within the last twenty years or so, there has grown up a third kind of
film theory: cognitive film theory. Its most influential exponent is David
Bordwell, who has used findings from cognitive psychology to support a
neoformalist aesthetics.16 Some cognitive theorists, such as Torben Grodal,
have also drawn on findings in neural science and others, such as Murray

8 Rudolf Arnheim, Film as Art; the book was first published in German in 1933, the enlarged edition
in 1957.

9 André Bazin, What is Cinema?; and Siegfried Kracauer, Theory of Film (first published in 1960).
10 Andrew Sarris, ‘Notes on the Auteur Theory in 1962’; and V. F. Perkins, Film as Film, chapter 8.
11 Sergei Eisenstein, ‘Beyond the Shot [The Cinematic Principle and the Ideogram]’.
12 Christian Metz, Film Language. 13 Christian Metz, The Imaginary Signifier.
14 James Spellerberg, ‘Technology and Ideology in the Cinema’.
15 For instance, Currie, Image and Mind, Preface; and Carroll, Mystifying Movies.
16 David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film and Making Meaning.
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Smith, on work in analytic philosophy to throw light on viewers’ emotional
responses to films and on how these responses are guided by film genres and
narrative patterns.17 Cognitive film theory is still a minority position within
film studies, though its influence is growing and it has benefited the
philosophy of film through its receptivity to a dialogue with analytic
philosophy. Its interest in how viewers interpret films and emotionally
respond to them has also helped shape some of the issues in the philosophy
of film.
The contribution of philosophy to our understanding of film so far

has not lain chiefly in identifying new issues or puzzles about film, which
have been largely set by film theory.18 Rather, philosophers have chiefly
contributed by bringing greater conceptual sophistication to the debate.
Notions of realism, language and interpretation are of central concern to
philosophy in general, and it is unsurprising if philosophers have succeeded
in identifying a great deal of confusion in how they have been handled in
film theory. Philosophers have also addressed a wide range of issues that
have been identified by film theory. In addition to those discussed in this
book, these have included the tenability of the concept of non-fiction
cinema and the phenomenology of cinematic space and time.19

Perhaps the most salient feature of the philosophy of film at present is
that, while most analytic philosophers have rejected the psychoanalytic and
‘film as a language’ paradigms that are embodied within contemporary film
theory, we are still at best in the early stages of laying out a comprehensive
alternative theory. Indeed, as noted earlier, some philosophers, most prom-
inently Noël Carroll, have argued against the very possibility of a compre-
hensive and correct theory of film, defending instead the development
of piecemeal accounts of different aspects of film.20 However, Wilson’s
Narration in Light goes some way to developing a theory of cinematic point
of view and narration, and Currie’s Image and Mind advances a compre-
hensive theory of cinematic representation. Currie’s theory also draws

17 Torben Grodal, Moving Pictures; and Murray Smith, Engaging Characters.
18 An exception is the discussion of whether films can philosophise, a topic largely pioneered by

philosophers; see, for instance, Thomas Wartenberg, Thinking on Screen.
19 On non-fiction cinema, see Noël Carroll, ‘From Real to Reel: Entangled in Nonfiction Film’; and on

the phenomenology of time and space, see Alexander Sesonske, ‘Cinema Space’ and ‘Aesthetics of
Film, or A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Movies’. Other works by philosophers that
adopt a broadly phenomenological approach include Noël Carroll, Comedy Incarnate; and Allan
Casebier, Film and Phenomenology. Film music has also been discussed in some respects which I will
not discuss here: see Jerrold Levinson, ‘Film Music and Narrative Agency’; and Peter Kivy, ‘Music in
the Movies: A Philosophical Enquiry’.

20 Carroll, Theorizing the Moving Image.
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heavily on cognitive psychology, which has been influential on cognitive
film theory. The approach taken in the present book is more systematic
than piecemeal and is one which, though influenced by cognitive psycho-
logy, is based on an investigation of the role of the medium in conditioning
features that cinema shares with other art forms, such as narration, expres-
sion and representation. Such a theory both reveals what film has in
common with other art forms, and also show what distinguishes it from
them, and why.

i . 2 mov ing imag e t e chnolog i e s

Cinema comes in many kinds. The oldest kind is object-generated moving
images. Within the Hindu religious tradition, shadow plays have existed in
Java since at least the tenth century AD, involving flat puppets, manipulated
by thin rods, with their shadows projected onto a screen by a light source.
Some of these shadow plays have been extremely elaborate, involving
staging, for instance, entire scenes taken from the great Hindu epic, the
Mahabharata. Object-generated cinema is closely akin to theatre, since it
requires the physical presence of the object that is generating the images (the
paper cut-out) and of the performers, who manipulate the puppets and
speak their parts. It is thus ill suited to mass reproduction: each performance
is unique and requires the presence of the performers. Moreover, the
motion projected onto the screen is real, and not the apparent motion of
rapidly changing still images, since the puppets are really moving.21

A more recent kind of cinema is handmade cinema. In 1833 the Zoetrope
was invented, a rotating disk inscribed with individual drawings, which
were viewed through slots in the circumference of the disk that appeared to
make the drawings move. In 1877 Émile Reynaud invented a related device,
the Praxinoscope, composed of a revolving drum with drawn images on the
inside, viewed through a set of mirrors, so that the drawings seemed to
move. From about 1882 Reynaud combined this device with a projector,
eventually projecting moving images onto a screen using a long roll of hand-
drawn images. From 1892 onwards in Paris he regularly screened these
movies. Reynaud’s problem was in reproducing them: since they were
individually hand painted, they were expensive to replicate, and the paper

21 Plato’s parable of the cave in the Republic would also count as a kind of object-generated cinema,
albeit one where the audience is suffering from an extreme delusion about the reality of the images
projected. Ian Jarvie in Philosophy of the Film, p. 46, calls Plato’s parable an ‘Astounding …
anticipation of the cinema’.
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rolls on which they were painted were fragile.With the first public screening
of a photographic film in December 1895 by the Lumière brothers, the
commercial pressures increased on Reynaud and he started using cameras to
make films. By 1900 he had exited the business, undermined by competi-
tion, and he destroyed his equipment in disillusion.22

Reynaud’s career, though short, is significant for thinking about the
philosophy of cinema. His films strikingly reveal the fact that movies are
not necessarily photographic. Indeed, one can construct an alternative
hypothetical history of film from Reynaud’s brief career. It was bad luck
that photographic cinema was invented so close in time to his handmade
cinema. The problem of reproducing handmade films was in fact solvable:
printing techniques, such as lithography, could have been used to make
multiple copies of his films, so that we would have talked of ‘film prints’ in
the sense that we talk of handmade prints, rather than in the sense that we
talk of photographic prints. In this alternative history of film, photography
would have played no role in cinema, and we would have thought of film as
closely akin to handmade visual media. Indeed, digital cinema can be
thought of as Reynaud’s revenge on photographic film, since digital cinema
need not be photographic at all (images can be and sometimes are entirely
hand drawn using image editing software). It thus reactivates a possibility
that earlier technological history seemed permanently to have obliterated.
Reynaud’s cinema also shows that certain kinds of cinema need not
possess even the possibility of live action – the photographic recording
of real people and events – but rather might be essentially animated. In
Reynaud’s cinema, lacking photography, live action could play no part: all
of his films were and had to be animated films. So animation might have
played a central part in the history of movies, unlike the relatively peripheral
role it actually played, given the dominance of live action films, which were
made possible by photographic recording means. (And note too that until
the rise of digital cinema, animated films were standardly photographically
based, since they were photographs of drawings.)
The remaining kinds of cinema are all mechanically generated. The most

familiar is cinema based on traditional photographs, photochemical images.
In the latter half of the 1880s and the first half of the 1890s several people had
developed this medium – Louis Le Prince, W.K. L. Dickson (working for
Thomas Edison) and the Lumière brothers. Its possibility rested on the
confluence of several inventions: short enough exposure times to allow
multiple exposures per second to be taken (silent films generally were

22 Kristin Thompson and David Bordwell, Film History, p. 16; and Perkins, Film as Film, pp. 41–2.

Introduction 7

       



recorded at 14 to 16 frames per second), the invention of a flexible, trans-
parent film base (developed by George Eastman in 1889) and the adaptation
of the Maltese cross drive mechanism (as previously used in machine guns
and sewing machines) to move forward the film roll and hold it still for a
fraction of a second. Most significant for our purposes is the fact that the
photographs used were photochemical: they were made by exposing to light
silver salts (silver halides), which darken in the presence of light. The salts
were then fixed (to stop them further darkening when taken out of the
camera) and developed (to enlarge the darkened salts and remove the ones
that had not darkened). The resulting negative was then re-photographed to
make a positive print. Thus the resulting original print is a second gener-
ation photograph – a photograph of a photograph.

Unlike object-generated cinema, but like Reynaud’s, this kind of cinema
does not require the presence of the depicted people and objects; and the
motion shown, being generated by a sequence of still images, is only
apparent, not real.23 The appearance of movement, as with photographic
film, was achieved through the psychological mechanisms of critical flicker
fusion and apparent motion. The former occurs when lights are rapidly
switched on and off, and at about fifty flashes per second the spectator seems
to see a continuous beam of light; the latter occurs due to our tendency to
see a set of stationary lights as moving when they are illuminated one after
another in sequence (as in the display lights sometimes used outside
theatres, where we interpret the sequence of flashing lights as moving).

The use of a photochemical process for generating images had important
implications for film as an art and for film theory. This imaging process is
ineliminably marked by its chemical origins: different film stocks, involving
different kinds of chemicals, have different looks that matter aesthetically.
For instance, fast film stocks, composed of fewer and larger silver granules,
are suitable for shooting in low light and for recording fast-moving objects;
since there are fewer granules, these kinds of film stock give a film a ‘grainy’
look. Given their sensitivity to low light, fast stocks were often used in
newsreels, and Italian Neorealist filmmakers in the 1940s used fast stock to
give their fiction films a documentary feel. In contrast, slow film stock is
composed of many more, smaller film granules, and so can register far more
detail in a scene with less grain; it was generally used in classical Hollywood
cinema to show off the opulence and beauty of its sets and stars. So different
film styles, through the constraints of photochemical processes, had a
slightly different granular look. And the development of colour film, with

23 See Section 2.3.1 for an argument that the motion of cinematic images is not real.
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its use of colour dyes in association with silver halides, also produced
distinctive aesthetic features: for instance, 1950s Technicolor films, using a
dye-transfer process, could produce a deeply saturated yellow that other
colour film stocks, such as Eastmancolor, were unable to emulate.
The photochemical process also had important implications for the way

that film theory, with its focus until very recently on traditional photo-
graphic films, thought about cinematic representation and manipulation.
Given the photochemical process, there are very limited possibilities for
altering an image once taken: one can hand retouch these images, and use
mattes (masks) to screen out part of the image, so that different images can
be composited together. But when these kinds of changes are made, the
process of photographing the photograph generally has to be repeated, and
each new photograph leads to loss of detail and information (generational
loss), so that manipulation of the image is generally at the expense of optical
sharpness. Thus image manipulation has its limits. In contrast, it is easy to
manipulate this sort of film by literally cutting one image from another and
then gluing or taping it to another one: so sequence manipulation is simple.
Hence film theorists tended to accord both realism to the content of the
individual image, since it was relatively resistant to manipulation (a feature
noted by realist film theory) and to celebrate the manipulative capacities of
the medium in respect of editing (a feature stressed by the Soviet montage
school of theorists, such as Kuleshov, Pudovkin and Eisenstein).
The other kind of mechanically generated cinema is electronic cinema,

or video. Electronic cinema stores images not by photochemical, but by
electronic means. Its roots go back to a patent filed in 1884 by Paul Nipkow,
who developed the first prototype of a television, and the first successful
television camera was invented by John Logie Baird in 1925. Video systems
work by electronic scanning, at first of a set of phosphors on a camera pick-
up tube, where the light value of each phosphor is read by an electronic
beam. Then in 1969 the charge-coupled device (CCD) was invented at Bell
Labs, a device that consists of a set of photosensitive diodes that convert
light to an electric pulse, and the resulting array of values is stored in a
capacitor. Video can employ analogue or digital images. An analogue image
is one that is completely specifiable only by continuously varying values.
(Object-generated, handmade and photochemical images are also ana-
logue.) In analogue video, continuously varying signals are produced and
recorded on some storage device, such as VHS tape. Its besetting problem is
that the only way to edit it with any ease is to employ linear editing: rather
than editing involving cutting up the tape, so that the original tape can
be employed, it involves recording the tape again, thus making the
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generational loss problem worse. Analogue video’s great advance was that it
allowed live broadcasting, since electronic processing is far more rapid than
the slow processing of photochemical film. And its social impact through
television was, of course, immense. But I will say little about it here, since its
salient new features relative to traditional film are its capacities for live
broadcast, for enhanced image manipulation and for a degree of interacti-
vity. Digital cinema also possesses the first of these features, while taking the
latter two to wholly new heights. So for the purposes of exploring differ-
ences between cinematic media, digital cinema is a more striking and useful
contrast with traditional film than is analogue electronic cinema.

My main point of comparison with traditional photographic cinema,
then, will be digital cinema. Digital cinema, like analogue electronic cinema,
employs a CCDwhen it is recording real objects, but it digitises the output of
the CCD, converting it into a stream of integers. Before addressing these
technical features of digital cinema, let us look briefly at its history so that we
can better understand its significance and range.

In discussing digital cinema, we need to distinguish between full and
partial digital cinema. The cinematic process from planning to screening
can be divided into five phases: pre-production, production, post-production,
distribution and exhibition. Partial digital cinema is digital at one or more
of these phases, but not at all of them; full digital cinema is digital at all of
these phases.

Digital sound arrived in the 1980s. In respect of the visual dimension,
digital cinema began in the post-production arena, where films were
digitally processed and manipulated, usually as a way of creating special
effects or animation. One of the earliest partially digital films was TRON
(1982), which employed digital sequences to simulate a kind of computer
game. Jurassic Park (1993) and Forrest Gump (1994) brought digital special
effects to popular awareness, and George Lucas’ Industrial Light and
Magic studio created the effects in these and many other pictures. Digital
colour grading or timing (the manipulation of film colour by digital
means) was widely employed from the late 1990s in preference to chemical
grading and digital editing gradually became standard through the popu-
larity of the Avid editing machine. Toy Story (1995) was the first digital
animated feature film, created by Pixar Studios (originally Lucasfilm
Computer Development Division). In the production process, some of
the first widely distributed films to be shot with digital cameras were the
two earliest Dogma 95 films, The Idiots (1998) and The Celebration (1998),
and many independent filmmakers adopted digital shooting thereafter.
In distribution and exhibition, 1999 saw four widely publicised digital
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screenings of Lucas’ Star Wars: Episode I – The Phantom Menace (though
the film was shot on conventional film and later digitised) and also the
Sundance Film Festival’s acquisition of a digital projector. (Before this
point digitally produced films were transferred by laser recording back
onto celluloid for commercial screenings.24) And in pre-production, ani-
matics (animated storyboards) were increasingly employed in the 1990s.
By the late 1990s there were experimental fully digital films, and the first
commercial fully digital films appeared in the new century: Mike Figgis’
Time Code (2000) was one of the earliest (see Figure 1). It used a four-way
split screen and foregrounded its digital nature by being one continuous
take, something that is not in practice possible for a feature-length film in
traditional cinema. George Lucas’ Star Wars: Episode II – Attack of the

Figure 1. The four way split screen in Time Code (2000).

24 It is now fairly common to use the Digital Intermediate process: a film shot on celluloid is digitised by
a laser scanner, manipulated digitally (for instance, in respect of its colours, adding special effects, and
so on) and then transferred back to celluloid by a laser recorder. Hence the film is recorded in an
analogue medium, converted to digital (analogue-to-digital conversion) and manipulated, then
converted back to an analogue medium (digital-to-analogue conversion) for purposes of screening
in conventional cinemas.
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Clones (2002), shot on digital video, later brought fully digital cinema to
popular attention.

So fully digital cinema, involving all parts of the filmmaking and distri-
bution process, is a very recent phenomenon. But it is likely to become the
dominant form of cinema within the next two decades, given its exclusive
adoption by influential filmmakers, such as George Lucas and Robert
Rodriguez, and because it is cheaper to produce and distribute than is
conventional film. It is also likely to accelerate the dispersion of filmmaking
practice away from Hollywood, and to lead to an increasing democrat-
isation of the filmmaking and film distribution process, particularly over the
internet.

This brief history of digital cinema has been concerned with the kind
of cinema screened in movie theatres. But cinema is the medium of the
moving image and the digital moving image includes interactive images.
Interactive digital cinema comes in a wide variety of forms. The most
familiar are videogames, including Massively Multiplayer Online Role-
Playing Games, such as World of Warcraft. The notion of a game is not
sharply delimited; but in a narrow sense of the term, games are rule-
governed practices that specify certain outcomes as winning or losing ones
(for instance, chess); in a wider sense they are activities of make-believe
that need not specify any outcomes as winning or losing ones (for
instance, children playing with dolls).25 There are many kinds of inter-
active cinema that are not videogames on the narrow construal of
‘game’. There are virtual worlds that support role-playing activities, such
as Second Life, but which have no winning and losing outcomes; there
are interactive fictions that support a completely ‘free play’ or ‘sandbox’
mode, such as the various incarnations of The Sims (2000 onwards); there
are flight simulators and walkthroughs of designs created within CAD
(Computer Assisted Design) software; there are gallery artworks that
incorporate interactive moving images, such as Camille Utterback and
Romy Archituv’s TEXT RAIN (2000), which allows viewers to catch and
move text that falls like gentle rain down a projected display; and there are
experimental interactive dramas that allow the user partly to determine the
outcome while shaping the overall course of the drama in light of her
choices, such as Michael Mateas and Andrew Stern’s Façade (2005). There
are even live action interactive films, such as I’m Your Man (1992), which
allow the viewer to choose among several possible story developments,

25 The distinction between the narrower and broader sense of ‘game’ is often discussed in game studies
in terms of ludus and paidea: see James Newman, Videogames, pp. 18–22.
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endings and viewpoints.26 Surprising as it may seem, videogames and
other interactive works fall within the domain of digital cinema. So I will
discuss videogames here insofar as they demonstrate the aesthetics of
interactivity, one of the most important features made possible by digital
cinema.27

Videogames predate the rise of non-interactive digital cinema by some
decades: the first videogame was Spacewar, which ran on a mainframe at
MIT in 1962 (though there is an argument for 1958 being the point of origin
of videogames). The 1970s saw the rise of arcade games and the first home
consoles, which were chiefly deployed to run the ubiquitous Pong, a simple
game involving batting a dot representing a ball back and forth across the
screen. In the 1980s and the early 1990s the introduction of home computers
and of more powerful consoles allowed for the playing of games that looked
a little like traditional animated 2D films, albeit cruder and at a far lower
resolution. But the most significant moment in this story was reached in
1995–6when the processing power of consoles, such as the Sony PlayStation
and the Nintendo 64, and the storage capacities of their optical media
reached the point where they could display coloured and textured 3D
graphics, which gave the player’s character greater freedom to move around
in the fictional world and permitted games to display with some richness
themes and devices drawn from traditional film genres, particularly action
adventure and horror genres. Videogames started to look like a kind of
cinema, with interesting, rich and explorable fictional worlds. The next
generation of consoles in 2000–1, chiefly the PlayStation 2 and the original
Xbox, further enhanced graphic quality and ran games that granted players
almost unconfined freedom to roam fictional worlds, notably in the ‘sand-
box’modes of Grand Theft Auto III (2001) and its successors. Thus, though
videogames predate digital, non-interactive cinema by some decades (since
the simplicity of the early graphics required comparatively little processing
power) the late 1990s saw the rise of videogames that had a graphical and
thematic richness that made them comparable to animated digital cinema
but with additional interactive possibilities. Given the ever-advancing pro-
cessing power and storage capacities of computers and consoles (which are

26 Façade can be downloaded from www.interactivestory.net; for a discussion of I’m Your Man, see
Marie-Laure Ryan, Narrative as Virtual Reality, pp. 271–80; and for TEXT RAIN, see Jay David
Bolter and Diane Gromala, Windows and Mirrors, chapter 1.

27 In discussing videogames I will not address the many philosophical issues they raise that derive from
their status as games: their definition, the relation of their game aspect to their status as art, the
relation of games to fiction, the concept of gameplay, and so on. Only the aspects related to their
interactivity will be directly addressed here. For a philosophical discussion of videogames that
examines their game aspect in detail, see Grant Tavinor, The Art of Videogames.
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simply computers specialised for playing videogames), we are now at the
point where the quality and detail of the graphics, rendered in real-time,
that can be displayed by the PlayStation 3 (introduced in 2006–7) look
more impressive than the pre-rendered graphics of Toy Story. And some
videogames, including Ico (2001) and Bioshock (2007), display an artistry
and thematic richness that make them interesting and powerful works of
art in their own right. So videogames should not be ignored as a kind of
cinema.

I have been talking about digital cinema in its interactive and non-
interactive forms: but what precisely is digital cinema? In contrast to an
analogue image, a digital image is one that is specified by a set of discrete
values, typically integers (whole numbers). These integers are stored as a
bitmap. A bitmap is composed of a grid of picture elements (pixels), and
each point of the grid has an integer assigned to it. These integers are stored
as binary digits (‘bits’, which is a contraction of ‘binary digits’), i.e., as
integers to base 2. At each point of the pixel grid, one out of millions of
integers, representing colours, is stored: a common digital standard is 24-bit
colour: i.e., any one of 224 (over 16.7 million) colours can be represented at
any point in the pixel grid. The bitmap corresponds to, and is used to
generate, an image displayed on a digital display device (such as a monitor or
digital projector), each value at the pixel grid corresponding to the appro-
priate colour on the display. A bitmap image is sometimes referred to as a
‘raster image’, ‘raster’ being an older term for a digital screen. Given the
essential role of the bitmap in digital cinema, we can thus define digital
cinema as the medium of moving images generated by bitmaps.

Note the formulation ‘generated by’. A visual image by definition is
visible, i.e., can be seen, and that requires it to have visual properties. But a
bitmap is a mathematical, abstract entity – an ordered set of integers – and
numbers (as distinct from numerals) cannot be seen. So a bitmap is not an
image: rather, it is amathematical representation, i.e., a mathematical model,
of an image. The digital image itself is an image generated by a bitmap that
specifies it.

Digital images (bitmap images) are one type of computer graphic.28

Other important types employed in making digital movies are vector
graphics and 3D graphics. A vector graphic is an image that is specified

28 Sometimes ‘digital image’ is used interchangeably with ‘computer graphic’, but, strictly speaking, the
former is a kind of computer graphic specified using an array of integers (hence the term ‘digital’),
whereas computer graphics can be specified by other mathematical means, such as functions. So I will
not use the terms interchangeably here.

14 A Philosophy of Cinematic Art

       



by mathematical functions, rather than by assigning integers to pixel
elements (examples of vector graphics are the images produced in Flash
and in Adobe Illustrator). This allows the vector image, unlike the bitmap
image, to be scalable: whereas the bitmap image will pixellate (look
blocky, so one can see individual pixels) when enlarged, the vector
image will smoothly rescale: when enlarged or reduced, the image is
recalculated using the functions and the appropriate size adjustments are
made. A vector image, like a bitmap image, is specified by a mathematical
representation, but in this case the representation employs mathematical
functions, rather than an array of integers. Vector graphics are often
employed in making digital movies, but their use does not impugn the
definition of digital cinema in terms of moving images generated by
bitmaps, since, to be displayed by a digital device, vector graphics must
first be rasterised, i.e., converted into bitmap (raster) images. The prox-
imate cause of the image in digital cinema is always a bitmap image,
whatever its distal causes.29

The other kind of computer graphics that plays a prominent role in
making digital movies is 3D graphics, such as those produced by Maya,
a 3D graphics editor that is widely used in making both films and
videogames. A 3D image in this sense is so called, not because it is
composed of two overlapping images that give the perceptual illusion of
depth (these are used in 3D cinema); nor because the image seems to
have depth rather than looking flat (the appearance of depth is common
in bitmap and vector images). Rather, it counts as 3D because it is
specified by a mathematical representation (model) that represents
objects by all three spatial dimensions, along their x, y and z axes. It is
often displayed as a wireframe image, which shows the lines where the
planes of the object intersect. As with vector graphics, the representation
employs mathematical formulae, so the images produced are scalable
(though bitmap information is sometimes also used to represent tex-
tures). The model of an object standardly specifies its spatial properties,
colours, textures, lighting conditions, and so on. Specification of a point
of view (a virtual camera) on that object allows the computer to create an
image using the model, a process called rendering. Again, to be shown on
a digital display device, this image must be rasterised, i.e., converted to a
bitmap image.

29 One can directly display vector graphics on analogue display devices, such as graph plotters or laser
light beams, without rasterising the images; but in such cases the result is not fully digital cinema,
since the display is not digital.
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Digital images can be made in three ways, any or all of which can
be employed in creating a single image and which can be combined
seamlessly. The first method employs a mechanical capture device auto-
matically to assign integers to pixel positions. This works by digitising
a continuously varying value, the light waves emanating from objects.
A CCD records the light levels as voltages, stores them, and then the
values are digitised. Sampling happens thousands of time a second (the
standard rate for DVDs is 96kHz, i.e., 96,000 times per second), and
the amplitude of the wave at each sample point is recorded as an integer.
The integer is stored at each pixel, which encodes information about the
light emanating from the part of the object that the pixel represents. The
most common form of capture device is the digital camera, but scanners
can also be employed, as can motion capture techniques, which record a
performer’s body and/or facial motions by capturing the values of light
bounced off reflective markers placed on her. Striking examples of the use
of full body and facial motion capture are The Polar Express (2004) and
Beowulf (2007).

The second method is by creating images by hand using a software
editing tool. This can be done by directly constructing the digital image
as a kind of digital ‘painting’, by assigning pixels by hand (for instance,
one can change the colours of individual pixels by hand using Adobe
Photoshop or Corel Painter). This technique is sometimes employed, for
instance, to paint in backgrounds behind characters. Or it can be done
indirectly by manually constructing the vector graphic or 3D model that
is used to generate the bitmap – one can, for instance, hand-construct a
wireframe model of an object, as was done by Gray Horsfield in making the
digital model of the Barad-dûr tower in The Lord of the Rings: The Return of
the King (2003).

The third method is computer synthesis, by which the computer runs
a series of algorithms to generate a digital image from a 3D model, or
some other digital image or vector graphic. The most common example
is rendering, which, as noted, involves a computer producing a two-
dimensional image from the mathematical model of a three-dimensional
space with its contained objects. Other examples of computer synthesis are
procedural animation, where a set of rules is iterated by the computer to
generate animated processes, such as fire, wind or wave movements; and
also animation employing artificial intelligence (AI) techniques to impart,
for instance, different individual movements to characters in crowd scenes
or to make combat opponents in videogames act with more apparent
intelligence and skill.
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Several important implications for the philosophy of cinema follow from
this account of the digital image and how to generate it. First, digital images
can be directly subject to computational manipulation: digital images, as
well as the vector and 3D graphics that can be used to produce them, are, as
we noted, generated by mathematical representations that specify them.
Analogue images, in contrast, can be subject to computational manipula-
tion only indirectly, after they have been digitised.
Second, it follows from their computability that digital images can be

easily and infinitely manipulated without degradation. For any numerical
array, there is an algorithm that can transform it into any other numerical
array, and information stored as numbers suffers no degradation in being
reproduced. Likewise, one can replace mathematical functions that specify
images with other functions by computational means without information
degradation. In contrast, analogue images, such as traditional photographs,
are, as we noted, relatively difficult and cumbersome to manipulate, and
their reproduction, involving an analogue copy of an analogue original,
leads to generational loss. The fact that digital images can be easily mani-
pulated means that the traditional dichotomy noted by film theory between
the relative difficulty of manipulating an image and the ease of editing
breaks down: both image- and sequence-manipulation are easy in digital
cinema.
Third, whereas there is a fixed and finite amount of information in a

digital image (given by its bitmap), this is not true for the analogue image,
since there is an infinite amount of information in a continuously varying
value.
Fourth, some of the aesthetic features of traditional film, linked in part to

its chemical basis, fall away. There is no film stock in digital cinema: so there
is no film grain, nor are there colour differences resulting from the chemical
composition of stock. Digital cinema thus has a kind of purity from its
physical origins, a point sometimes put in terms of the ‘weightlessness’ of
the digital image. Indeed, the processing of digital films sometimes involves
adding back the appearance of grain so as to give the image the look of
traditional film.
Fifth, as earlier noted, the digital image is not necessarily photographic:

only one kind of capture technique is photographic, and the hand con-
struction and computer synthesising methods are not photographic at all.
This is not to deny that there are digital photographs (see Chapter 1), but it
is to show that the exclusive hegemony of the photograph in cinema has
been undermined. Whereas in traditional animation there is always a
drawing or painting that is photographed (in the case of 2D animation) or
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a set of objects that are photographed (in stop-motion animation), this need
not be true of digital animation, if it employs digital painting or computer
synthesising. Thus animation is intrinsic to the medium in such cases: there
need be no drawings that are photographed and the animation may be
produced as a set of digital images, rather than being a recording of
independently existing images.

Finally, given the possibility of direct computer processing in real-time,
digital cinema can be interactive, whereas traditional photochemical film
cannot be. Interactivity requires a set of algorithms (precise rules) that
specify outputs, given inputs. The inputs in the case of interactive cinema
include visual and auditory images, which can be crafted by the variety of
means that we have discussed for digital cinema in general. For interac-
tivity to take place, the user must also provide some input by manipulating
a device, such as a computer keyboard or a console controller. Both the
input state and the user-provided information are processed by the algo-
rithm to generate an output state, another image, which in turn will serve
as the input for the next iteration of the operation. Computer programs
in general are nothing more than implementations of algorithms: so
computers support interactivity. The same algorithm can run in different
programs, so that, for instance, the same videogame, specified by its
algorithms, can run on different computer operating systems and on
different consoles. But a specific implementation of a videogame runs in
a specific program – most commonly written in the C++ programming
language, using either DirectX or OpenGL Application Programming
Interfaces (APIs), if 3D graphics are required. Thus, whereas non-
interactive digital cinema is in part the product of a computer program,
implementations of videogames are in part computer programs. That
means that making a videogame (and any other type of interactive cinema)
is in part a matter of designing a set of algorithms that are implemented in
a program, as well as crafting the images. The aesthetic aspects of inter-
activity will be addressed at several points in this book.30

30 For some of the technical aspects of digital cinema and imagery, see Brian McKernan, Digital
Cinema; and JamesMonaco,How to Read a Film, chapter 7. For a comparison of digital and analogue
images, see W. J. T. Mitchell, The Reconfigured Eye, chapter 1. For practical guides to digital
animation that also provide good accounts of the concepts and methods, see Isaac Kerlow, The Art
of 3D Computer Animation and Effects; and Dariush Derakhshani, Introducing Maya 2008. For
interactivity and computers, see Dominic McIver Lopes, A Philosophy of Computer Art; and for a
practical and theoretical introduction to 2D games programming, see Michael Morrison, Beginning
Game Programming. For a useful overview of the technical aspects of both digital and traditional film,
see David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson, Film Art, chapter 1.
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I end with two remarks about the relations of this discussion of moving
image technologies to the positions defended in this book. First, I have
spoken of cinema as a medium, but also of different kinds of cinema, such as
digital cinema, as media. One might suppose that this usage is inconsistent:
either cinema is a medium or particular kinds of cinema are media. The
general type cannot be a medium, as well as the more specific types
categorised under it. But this objection is mistaken. I will discuss the notion
of a medium in Chapter 7, but at this point we can simply note that
ordinary usage allows us to speak of one medium containing several others.
For instance, one can talk of prints as a medium, as distinct, say, from the
media of paintings or literature. Yet the medium of print itself contains
etchings, woodcuts, engravings, lithographs, each of which can also be
properly termed a medium. And the medium of print is itself contained
in the broader medium of visual imagery, alongside other media, such as
painting and cinema. So media can contain other media, a phenomenon
that I term nesting. Hence there is nothing suspect about talking about the
medium of cinema, as well as, say, the medium of digital cinema or photo-
chemical cinema.
Second, this idea of nesting lays out some of the methodology for the

study of cinema. For in asking whether a particular feature is specific to film,
we need to be clear about what is the contrast involved. Certain features are
specific to moving images in general, in contrast to other media, such as
literature and still images. So we might ask, for instance, what are the
differences, if any, between the way that novels and movies in general
narrate. Other features are specific to digital images in contrast to, say,
traditional photographic images or handmade pictures. For instance, from
the fact that a photograph is a causally generated image, as we will see in
Chapter 1, it follows that its object existed at (or before) the time the
photograph was made. But it does not follow of purely handmade moving
images that their objects ever existed. (If the drawings were photographi-
cally recorded and the photographs projected, as is the case with many
animated films, it follows only that the drawings existed at the time they
were recorded.) Nor does the existence of a purely digitally generated image
entail that its object existed – such images need not be based on a recording
of some object, but can be handmade or generated by a computer program.
The philosophy of film has concentrated almost exclusively on traditional
photographic images. But as should now be clear, photographic film is only
one of a broader range of moving image media. So we need to disentangle
systematically which aspects of photographic films depend on their photo-
graphic nature, and which on their being moving images. Such a project
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allows us better to understand traditional photographic film itself, as well as
digital cinema. In subsequent chapters, then, I will generally devote a
section to digital cinema, in order to bring out some of the differences
from traditional film, as well as showing those of its features that are similar
to it, due to the two media being species of the general medium of the
moving image.
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chapter 1

The challenges to cinema as an art

Filmmakers during the first two decades of the new medium’s existence
thought of themselves sometimes as scientists, sometimes as explorers,
sometimes as entertainers, but hardly ever as artists, as pioneers of a new
artistic medium. D.W. Griffith in his earliest Biograph films from 1908 did
not dare put his name on the credits, lest his ambitions in the legitimate
theatre be undermined by his low-life escapades with celluloid. Only
gradually did he come to think of his films as works of art; and if Birth of
a Nation (1915) and Intolerance (1916) look now like deeply problematic
achievements, they did at least represent the self-conscious striving to make
films that are art. Though filmmakers took some time to think of their
activity as a kind of art, theorists took longer. HugoMunsterberg’s pioneer-
ing The Photoplay: A Psychological Study (1916) represents the first sustained
attempt to defend film as an art.1 But even in 1933 Rudolf Arnheim in his
Film (revised as Film as Art in 1957) could think that the leading issue in film
theory was whether film is an art.2 Indeed, Arnheim famously defended
silent film as an art, but looked with some apprehension at the newly
invented sound film, which he thought of as a threat to the artistic status of
cinema. A great deal of classical film theory, as we noted in the Introduction,
was concerned with arguing that cinema, despite its mechanical, photo-
graphic basis, is an art form.3

That is a matter of history, but what has this to do with us today? I argue
in this chapter that the historical challenge to cinema as an art form still
has a surprising degree of force; I investigate the nature of that challenge,
show that it has two distinct though related versions, and reply to them
both. Investigation of the twin challenges will establish that cinema can
satisfy an important criterion for being an art: that it be able to communi-
cate thoughts about its subject matter, or put another way, that it has a

1 Hugo Munsterberg, The Photoplay. 2 Rudolf Arnheim, Film as Art.
3 See also Noël Carroll, Philosophical Problems of Classical Film Theory, p. 4.
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representational capacity, in a sense to be explained shortly. The chapter
will also establish something about the features of the film medium that are
partly responsible for film being an art form. By meeting the two challenges,
the chapter will thus provide part of the answer to what makes film an art
form; completing the argument will involve showing what makes film
distinctive as an art form, and this will be undertaken in Chapter 7, in
light of the investigation into the cinematic medium in the rest of the book.
The discussion in the first three sections of the present chapter is focused on
traditional photographic film; in the last section I turn to examine digital
images and cinema, to see how the arguments discussed bear on these.

1 . 1 th e c au s a l cha l l eng e

It might be supposed that an examination of whether cinema is an art form
is nowadays completely otiose. For whereas in Arnheim’s day cinema’s
artistic achievement might be disputable, surely nowadays it is not.
Simple consideration of the great films which are undoubtedly works of
art shows that cinema is an art: Rules of the Game (1939),Citizen Kane (1941),
Rashomon (1950) and Tokyo Story (1953) constitute the best possible argu-
ment that cinema is an art form. Just as G. E. Moore answered idealism by
brandishing his hand in the air and noting that his hand indisputably
existed, so one can brandish a list of the great films as proof that cinematic
art undoubtedly exists. And for the same reason, classical film theory can be
held to be of only historical interest, since its leading question has been
definitively answered by the progress of the cinematic art. For once, art itself
gives a decisive answer to a philosophical question.

But such a response, apparently so compelling, misses the subtlety of the
challenge to the status of cinema as an art. For suppose that someone
wanted to show that compact discs are an art form. He could point to the
undeniably great works that are there on compact disc: works by Beethoven,
Mozart, Bach and Coltrane are not seriously disputable as great artistic
achievements, so the CD is an art form. Yet such an argument would clearly
be fallacious: the CD is not an art form. Of course, someone might object
that this misses a crucial disanalogy: works by Beethoven et al. are only
contingently on CD, and are also instantiated in other media, such as the
printed score and the live performance. True enough: but if as may
increasingly become the case, musical pieces were written specifically for
CD-only distribution, would that go to show that CDs would thereby
become an art form? Rather, the moral of the comparison is that the mere
fact that a medium (whether acoustic or visual) records artistic works does

22 A Philosophy of Cinematic Art

       



not thereby make it into an art form. Likewise, consider photographs of
paintings that illustrate art textbooks. These photographs are undoubtedly
of artworks, but that does not thereby make the photographs themselves
artworks. Indeed, someone might be alarmed to hear that the photographer
intended to make an artwork: is he presenting us with a faithful copy of the
original painting, one might wonder? Now call it the transfer fallacy when
genuine features of content are ipso facto ascribed to the vehicle carrying that
content. Then we have an instance of the transfer fallacy when the artistic
status of cinematic content is ipso facto ascribed to the photographic vehicle
carrying that content. So merely noting the existence of films that are
undoubtedly works of art does not in itself show that films are an art form.
Interestingly, at least one modern writer, Roger Scruton, has pressed a

related point, and has questioned the status of cinema as an art. Scruton’s
views on photography have been the subject of a great deal of critical
discussion.4 But their evident bearing on cinema, stressed by Scruton
himself, has earned less attention, and it has also often been missed that
Scruton’s objections are closely related to the sort of worries that early film
theorists such as Arnheim were trying to silence. But Scruton somewhat
shies away from the full implications of his view as far as films are con-
cerned. He holds that ‘A film is a photograph of a dramatic representation;
it is not, because it cannot be, a photographic representation. It follows that
if there is such a thing as a cinematic masterpiece it will be so because – like
Wild Strawberries and La règle du jeu – it is in the first place a dramatic
masterpiece’.5 He holds that cinema is not an independent art form:
‘independent, that is, of the theatre, from which it borrows so many
conventions’.6 So his position appears to be that cinema is a dependent
art form – presumably, that it is an art form if it fulfils certain conditions,
such as recording something with artistic content. But as the examples of
CDs and catalogue photographs show, the fact that something is a recording
of a work of art does not thereby make it into a work of art. So the radical
challenge is this: given that the photographic basis of cinema is simply a
recording device, however can cinema be an art form?

4 Roger Scruton, ‘Photography and Representation’, ‘Fantasy, Imagination and the Screen’ and ‘The
Photographic Surrogate’. For critical discussion of Scruton’s views on photography, see David Davies,
‘How Photographs “Signify”: Cartier-Bresson’s “Reply” to Scruton’; William L. King, ‘Scruton and
Reasons for Looking at Photographs’; Dominic McIver Lopes, ‘The Aesthetics of Photographic
Transparency’ and Robert Wicks, ‘Photography as a Representational Art’. Though Scruton’s work
is not explicitly discussed by them, for points pertinent to his claims, see also Barbara Savedoff,
‘Transforming Images: Photographs of Representations’ and Nigel Warburton, ‘Photographic
Communication’.

5 Scruton, ‘Photography and Representation’, p. 102. 6 Ibid.
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It is worth examining Scruton’s arguments in detail, since they throw
much light on how one might flesh out the challenge to the status of cinema
as an art. His claim about film rests on the photographic basis of the
medium. He holds that photography is not a representational art, i.e., an
art of representations. (He allows that one could take an aesthetic interest in
photographs conceived merely as lines and shapes, i.e., photography con-
ceived as an abstract art.7) This is, in the first instance, because photographs
are not representations at all. He holds that for something to be a repre-
sentation requires that it express or communicate thoughts.8 For an image
to express a thought about a subject it must stand in an intentional relation
to that subject, since intentionality is the general mark of thought. In
contrast, if an image stands in a merely causal relation to its subject, it
cannot express thoughts about it. Paintings stand in an intentional relation
to their subjects and thus are representations; photographs stand in a causal
relation to their subjects and thus are not representations, but mere simu-
lacra. However, Scruton is careful to qualify this claim by saying that he is
referring to ‘ideal’ photography, by which he means a logical fiction, a type
of photography unpolluted by the attempts of photographers to ape the
methods of painting, by manipulating photographs through touching them
up, using multiple exposures or montage, etc.9

Scruton understands the difference between causal and intentional rela-
tions in the following way, instanced by the two kinds of images. Since a
causal relation obtains, from the existence of an (ideal) photograph of a
subject it logically follows that its subject exists, that the subject appears
roughly as it appears in the photograph, and that its appearance in the
photograph is its appearance at a particular moment.10 In contrast, (ideal)
painting stands in an intentional relation to its subject: it does not logically
follow from the existence of the painting that its subject exists, or that the
painting represents its subject as it is, or that there is some particular of the
type the painting represents.11

So because photography essentially involves a causal relation to its subject
and painting an intentional relation to its subject, (ideal) photographs,
unlike (ideal) paintings, do not express thoughts and therefore are not
representations. There are two further points to note. First, though
Scruton’s argument employs the notion of intentionality in a general
sense, he takes intentions in the narrow sense (a particular kind of inten-
tional state) to be the crucial psychological states involved in differentiating

7 Ibid., p. 115. 8 Ibid., p. 105.
9 Ibid., pp. 103 and 117–18. 10 Ibid., p. 112. 11 Ibid., p. 103.
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between the two kinds of images: ‘the painting stands in this intentional
relation to its subject because of a representational act, the artist’s act, and in
characterizing the relation between a painting and its subject we are also
describing the artist’s intention’.12 Given Scruton’s focus on artists’ inten-
tions, I will mainly concentrate on them too for purposes of examining his
argument. Secondly, it is because the thoughts conveyed about a subject can
be different from the properties of a subject that the properties of a
representation can be radically different from those of its subject: a martyr-
dom is horrifying, and therefore so must a photograph of it be; but a
painting of it could be serene.13 And likewise ‘if one finds a photograph
beautiful, it is because one finds something beautiful in its subject. A
painting may be beautiful, on the other hand, even when it represents an
ugly thing’.14 We can call this feature of a representation the possibility of
aesthetic transformation.
The conclusion is that ideal photography cannot be a representational art

form. Of course, actual photographs can aspire to be art, by attempting to
be representations, but if this happens, as for instance in the use of photo-
montage, ‘one must then so interfere with the relation between the photo-
graph and its subject that it ceases to be a photograph of its subject’.15 And in
the case of cinema, any such artistic effect must also depart from the
photographic basis of the medium.
Scruton’s argument clearly articulates a version of the worry that photog-

raphy, and therefore cinema, cannot be an art form because of its essentially
causal nature. Indeed, Scruton’s version of the argument touches on earlier
accounts at more than one point. His notion of a perfect simulacrum is
closely related to what Arnheim calls the ‘complete’ film – a film that is
indistinguishable from reality, because it is so complete a copy of it.
Likewise, Scruton’s claim that (non-abstract) art requires representation
in the sense indicated earlier is closely connected to Arnheim’s view that art
requires expression, since by the latter Arnheim appears to have in mind the
communication of thoughts generally, not just of feelings. But whereas
Scruton holds that ideal photography cannot overcome its representational
incapacity, Arnheim holds that film has an expressive capacity.
If we refute Scruton’s argument, we will have answered a powerful

articulation of the traditional worry that film cannot be an art because of
its causal basis. Begin by noting that even if Scruton is correct about
photography’s representational incapacity, his argument does not generalise
to cinema, despite his claim to the contrary. For he holds that actual

12 Ibid. 13 Ibid., p. 115. 14 Ibid., p. 114. 15 Ibid., p. 120.

The challenges to cinema as an art 25

       



photography can become representational only by moving away from ideal
photography, by adopting non-photographic techniques. He mentions in
this respect photomontage: one might put together photographs of people
in such a way that they appear to be quarrelling, but the result is not a
photograph of a quarrel; rather, ‘it is, to all intents and purposes, a paint-
ing’.16 Suppose that one conceded that the picture is a representation of a
quarrel only by virtue of its non-photographic properties. A parallel argu-
ment would not show that a film putting together different shots of people
so that they seemed to be quarrelling is not a film of a quarrel. For montage
(editing) is one of the central features of cinema, taken to its greatest heights
by the Soviet school, and it certainly cannot be regarded as a non-cinematic
technique. Indeed, given that the normal length of a photographic film roll
(about ten minutes of running time) is considerably less than the length of
the average film, it is not just possible, but actually necessary, to use
montage to produce a traditional, i.e., photochemical, film. So there is no
plausibility in saying that a film of a quarrel produced by montage is
somehow something else – ‘to all intents and purposes a moving painting’,
perhaps? The use of montage may (perhaps) produce something that is not
strictly speaking a photograph, but it certainly does not produce something
that is not strictly speaking a film.17

Scruton also holds that not only can cinematic art at best depend only on
the drama which it photographs, but that its chance of dramatic success is a
remote one; for unlike theatre it has no clear criterion for establishing which
aspects of what is screened are of aesthetic relevance.18 Yet this argument
also fails; for even if one believed that a film had no clear way of showing
which features of the filmed scene were of aesthetic relevance, this could in
fact form the basis of an argument that cinema is superior to drama. For lack
of a criterion of relevance might contribute to the richness of the work of art,
allowing an endless set of interpretations to develop, each locating different
features of the film as of aesthetic significance. Such a situation would

16 Ibid., p. 118.
17 Scruton discusses a famous case of Eisenstein’s use of montage in Battleship Potemkin, a short

sequence which is comprised of three shots of stone lions, the first asleep, the second with open
eyes, the third rampant. He remarks that this is a powerful comment on the impotence of imperial
splendour, but that this is achievable only because of the intentional juxtaposition of the images,
which goes beyond a strictly causal relation (this isn’t a photograph of a stone lion roaring) (ibid.,
p. 125). The point is correct, but the concession that this is an instance of genuine cinematic
commentary undermines his claim that ‘whatever representational properties belong to it [a film]
belong by virtue of the representation that is effected in the dramatic action, that is, by virtue of the
words and activities of the actors in the film’ (ibid., p. 122).

18 Ibid., pp. 123–5.
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certainly reduce the control of the artist, but that might in certain ways be to
the good: a work can be aesthetically richer than its maker intended. But in
any case, it is evident that films do have some techniques for determining
what is of aesthetic relevance: for instance, characters and objects filmed in
close-up, or those towards which the camera is moving, or those picked out
in bright light, or in contrasting colours to their backgrounds, are those to
which the viewer is supposed to attend.19

So even if Scruton were correct that photographs are not representa-
tional, this would not show that cinema is not an (independent) representa-
tional art, because the purportedly non-photographic element of montage is
certainly not non-cinematic. However, this point in itself would restrict
cinematic artistry to the editing, which is something that theorists such as
Pudovkin came close to suggesting,20 but which would severely curtail the
scope of the claim of cinema to be an art. So we need to examine Scruton’s
claims about photography.
One might begin by suggesting that it is not true that for something to

be a representation requires it to involve the expression of a thought. We
say, for instance, that the level of mercury in a thermometer represents the
temperature. And cognitive science talks of representations in the mind at
the sub-personal level: modular theories of the mind talk of modules
forming representations of colours, shapes and sizes, for instance. Yet
arguably nothing at the sub-personal level has thoughts, for thoughts are
properties of conscious beings, not of components of such beings (which is
not to say that thoughts do not supervene on sub-personal facts). Hence it
cannot be a necessary condition of something being a representation that it
be the expression of a thought.
However, though this is true, there is also a legitimate sense of ‘repre-

sentation’ that requires that thoughts be expressed. Moreover, a variant of
Scruton’s argument against photographic art would still go through if talk of
representations were dropped entirely and the argument were reformulated
thus: it is a necessary condition for a medium to constitute a (non-abstract)
art form that it be the vehicle for the expression of thoughts about its
subject-matter; and (ideal) photographs, being causally generated, are not
capable of expressing thoughts. Hence there would be little advantage to
be gained for our present purposes by attacking Scruton’s construal of

19 Scruton also holds that cinema tends to induce a kind of fantasy, which is a non-aesthetic phenom-
enon (ibid., p. 125–6; and ‘Fantasy, Imagination and the Screen’). For a critique of the claim that film
as a medium somehow tends to encourage or be an expression of perversion, see my ‘On Cinema and
Perversion’.

20 See Vsevolod Pudovkin, Film Acting and Film Technique.

The challenges to cinema as an art 27

       



representations, and in discussing his view I will, for the sake of the argu-
ment, understand a representation to require the expression of thoughts.

Taking this construal of representations as given, are photographs repre-
sentations? Some of Scruton’s observations about ideal photographs are
clearly correct. He identifies what we can call a truth of logical ontology: if
P is a photograph of O, then O existed at the time P was taken, and P is a
photograph of the appearance of O at that particular time.21 This is of
course compatible with the existence of fakes – they seem to be photographs
of O, but are not. (However, it does not follow that O is broadly as it
appears to be in the photograph: one could in principle employ cunningly
designed distorting lenses which transformed a photograph of what is in fact
a dog into what appears to be a photograph of a cat.)

But the difference of logical ontology between photographs and paintings
does not prove what Scruton thinks it does. What it does show is that
whereas there can be no natural paintings (i.e., paintings formed without
intentional agency), there could be natural photographs: for instance, there
could be a shallow pool of naturally formed photographic salts in deep
hollows, below a crystal roof which functioned as a lens, and which was
briefly exposed to sunlight through a land slippage; such a natural formation
might fix the image of some passing elephant on the floor of the pool. We
would have no conceptual reason for denying that this is a photograph of
the elephant, any more than we have reason for denying that a lump of clay
trodden on by the elephant is a cast of the elephant’s foot. In contrast, a
storm that blew pigments together so that they looked like a painting of an
elephant would not be one. Since a photograph can stand in a purely causal
relation to its subject, it can be the product of purely causal forces; but, since
a painting stands in an intentional relation to its subject, it must be the
product of an intentional agent.

Besides these fantasy cases, the difference in logical ontology does have
some consequences in practice. For instance, it shows that there is a certain
sense in which all films are documentaries: any fiction film involving actors
is necessarily a documentary about what certain actors did on certain sound-
stages at certain times in the past (though the documentary is rather peculiar
in that what they doing is usually shown out of temporal order). For many
purposes thinking of fiction films in this way is likely to be distracting or

21 Strictly speaking, from the existence of a photograph, P, ofO, it follows thatO existed at or before the
time P was taken, since it is possible to take photographs of stars that have ceased to exist by the time
that their light reaches us. And the second claim should be construed so that, though the photograph
captures the appearance of O on film at that particular time, the appearance of O on film need not be
the same as how it would appear to the naked eye.
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irrelevant, but for some purposes it can very be useful – for instance, in
showing how the technique of certain actors developed over time. In
contrast it is not true that any painting of an individual is necessarily a
painting of a particular individual (a painting of Hercules need not have
used any particular man as a model).
However, this contrast, while apposite, does not prove what Scruton

hopes to prove by using it: namely, that with ideal photographs intentions
are not expressed. For whilst no intentions figure in the naturally occurring
photographs mentioned above, in practice no photographs are like this,
being rather the products of intentional acts. Such real-life photographs may
still be ideal in Scruton’s sense, for they are not the products of manipulation
via photomontage, or touching up of photographic plates, etc. Nevertheless
they can display a manifold of intentions: someone intended to photograph
something, the subject was perhaps posed or arranged in a certain way, a
certain aperture f-stop, shutter exposure and type of photographic stock
were chosen, etc. These activities are not extra-photographic manipulation,
but they are on the contrary core activities in producing a photograph. One
suspects that Scruton commits, or comes perilously close to committing, a
modal scope fallacy in his claims about ideal photographs: it is true that
intentions are not necessarily expressed in an ideal photograph; but it does
not follow that intentions are necessarily not expressed in it. Only if ‘ideal’
meant not ‘non-manipulated’, but ‘naturally occurring’ would it be true
that ideal photographs necessarily do not express intentions. But why ever
should the logical possibility of naturally occurring photographs show that
non-manipulated photographs do not involve the expression of intentions?22

Scruton has a further defence here: he holds that the kinds of intentions
involved in posing a subject and choosing a point of view cannot make
something a representation, since they might be present when someone
chooses a subject before whom he places a mirror, setting up the mirror
to show a certain point of view on the subject; yet a mirror is not a
representation.23However, this only shows that such intentions may not be
sufficient on their own to make something a representation; but it may be
that such intentions are sufficient given the presence of other features as

22 Note that a parallel point applies to intentionality in general, not just to intentions as a specific kind of
intentional state. It is true that ideal (i.e., non-manipulated) photographs do not necessarily stand in
intentional relations to their subjects, because of the point of logical ontology which Scruton notes –
and hence natural photographs are possible. But this is compatible with photographs, in addition to
the purely causal relation in which they stand to their subjects, also contingently standing in
intentional relations to them – i.e., it is compatible with photographs conveying thoughts. And
real-life non-manipulated photographs do stand in such intentional relations.

23 Scruton, ‘Photography and Representation’, p. 119.
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