
AFFECTIVE NEURO-THRILLER: A GENDERED APPROACH 

by 

Sarah Mann 

September 1st, 2018 

A thesis submitted to the 

Faculty of the Graduate School of 

the University at Buffalo, State University of New York 
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 

degree of 

Master of Fine Arts 

Department of Media Study 



11 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

III Abstract 

2 Introduction 

5 Chapter One: The Neuro-Image and Neurothriller 

10 Contemporary Neurothriller vs. Classic Psychothriller: 

Aesthetics and Narrative 

16 Chapter Two: Phenomenology and Embodiment, Female Spectator, and the 

Horror Film 

22 Chapter Three: Melodrama: Female Protagonists and Spectators 

26 Chapter Four: The Neuro-Affective Female Spectator 

The Phenomenological Response 

29 The Affective Neuroscience Response 

33 Chapter Five: Case Study of Figments (2018) as an Affective Neurothriller 

38 Conclusion 

41 Bibliography 

43 Filmography 



lll 

ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this thesis is to situate what Patricia Pisters calls the contemporary 

neurothriller through a gendered lens . The emergent field of neurofilmology and neuroaesthetics 

set the stage for Patricia Pisters' "neuro-image" as an extension of Deleuzian movement-image 

and time-image periodization. Pisters coins the term "neurothriller" as a genre within the neuro

image, which I compare and contrast to the older psychothriller genre where more emphasis is 

placed on narrative development rather than affective states, as Pisters suggests happens in the 

neurothriller. My approach in this thesis is to include a gendered aspect to Pister's findings on the 

neuro-image and neurothriller, which includes ventures into two traditional genres of melodrama 

and horror, where more attention is focused on women as characters and spectators . Throughout 

this thesis , I analyze two films , Always Shine and Queen of Earth which I classify as 

contemporary neurothrillers. Finally, I focus on my thesis film, Figments as an affective 

neurothriller. 
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AFFECTIVE NEURO-THRILLER: A GENDERED APPROACH 

"We no longer look through characters' eyes; we experience their minds." 

Patricia Pisters , The Neuro-Image 

"It is women who love horror. Shudder and cling and cry - and always 

willing to come back for more." 

Bela Lugosi 
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INTRODUCTION 

As part of the marketing campaign for Hereditary (Aster, 2018), the film's distributor 

A24 released a graph charting viewers' heart rates throughout the duration of the film to show 

potential theatergoers just how scared they may become in a screening. The chart shows that at 

the climax of the film, the collective heart rate of the audience rose as high as 167 beats per 

minute. The caption for the chart on A24's Instagram post claims watching the film is equivalent 

to two hours of exercise. "If this data checks out," science writer Emma Betuel explains, "the 

film will make history as the most physiologically stressful movie in the history of 

horror" (Betuel). As time goes on, the idea of watching a film has gone from an escape to a full 

on experience of being present or in the moment, as the marketing for Hereditary has shown. 

Before, films were a passive distraction. Now, it is anything but. Reviews of Hereditary from 

users of the website Letterboxd include, "I was shaking," "my heart was pounding," and that the 

actors' performances "left me emotionally distressed." The film is also being touted as "this 

generation's The Exorcist," a film notorious for the heightened reaction of its audience. 

To most, "films are often seen as pure entertainment, an innocuous pastime of make

believe, and sometimes as an art form or medium of artistic self-expression .. . [though] a film can 

leave a deep imprint, appealing directly to one's consciousness and feelings" (Elsaesser 150). 

How exactly does this imprint apply itself to the audience? Laura Marks argues that film is a 

multi-sensory experience, writing that "we move between seeing the object, recalling virtual 

images that it brings to mind, and comparing the virtual object thus created with the one before 

us," therefore activating a viewer's set of lived memories at the same time as "creates the object 

for perception (Marks 147). Essentially, one sees a film through their bodily reactions; for 

example, during an intense moment, a viewer's visceral reaction may include their heart beating 
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faster. Film is "an experience that unfolds in time and space, which begins to 'work' on the 

spectator long before the filmic narration sets in" (Elsaesser 45), the "work" here being the 

phenomenological response. 

Patricia Pisters takes the concept of bodily cmema further with a new type of 

contemporary screen image she calls the "neuro-image," an extension or proposed "third image," 

to Gilles Deleuze's time- and movement-images. She argues that "the image has evolved, as has 

our ontological relationship to the world and the knowledge of the world," and that in differing 

from "the present as safe anchor in the movement-image, and to the haunting return of the past in 

the time-image, in the neuro-image the future as such (always to some degrees undetermined) 

has become the most important time-scale from which to think and rethink the present and the 

past" (Pisters, "Temporal Explorations in Cosmic Consciousness"). Stemming from the neuro

image, she coins a new genre; the neurothriller, which brings an audience more in touch directly 

through the emotional and empathetic processes of the brain that connect us to others. She writes 

that a film in this new genre "creates a spiral of fear or lust, a warm bath of sorrow, not through 

classic narrative, but with sound, image, and sophisticated computer technology, all of it tapping 

the circuitry of the ancient emotional brain" (Pisters, "Horror Films Are Much More Scary") . 

Pisters is a disciple of an emergent field in film studies dealing with film theory and science, 

specifically neuroscience or the study of the brain. There are several subcategories which 

permeate the literature of film and neuroscience, but for the sake of this thesis I will focus 

primarily on affective neuroscience, and more specifically within that framework, on Patricia 

Pisters' concept of the neuro-image and ensuing genre, the neurothriller. I will extend her 

argument to include a gendered approach, as I believe there is a link between the qualities of the 

genre and melodrama, which is often categorized as a "woman's film." Further, both studies of 
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affective neuroscience film theory and melodrama place emphasis on the embodied spectator. In 

what follows, I will focus on the contemporary neurothriller, as opposed to the classic psycho

thriller, as an affectively charged concept for both women on and in front of the screen. 
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Chapter One: The Neuro-Image and Neurothriller 

Theorist Thomas Elsaesser asks, "does a film take place inside or outside the spectator's 

mind, is it objective or subjective? Is visual perception dis-embodied (i.e. purely visual) or 

embodied (i.e . does it require a body consciousness)?" (Elsaesser 149) . Many would argue that 

film viewing is an activity requiring brain power, but what exactly happens to a viewer's brain 

during a viewing experience? Through basic filmic elements of mise-en-scene or editing 

technique, films "can render visible psychic phenomena such as attention, memory, fantasy, and 

emotion" (152). Pisters suggests that neuroscience is the answer to brain cinema, explaining that 

affective neuroscientists make the distinction between emotion and feeling - the former being 

more primal, based in "impersonal, universal, instinctive survival mechanisms," whereas the 

latter is more complex and personalized, and include the feelings of "shame, jealousy, guilt, 

compassion and other more integrated reactions to life" (Pisters "Horror"). Affective 

neuroscientific studies have shown that emotions develop into feelings which can help us in 

decision making or judgement (Pisters 115). Pisters believes there is a time lapse between 

emotions and feeling, that "the embodied brain knows before we are conscious of its 

knowing" (111) . She further posits that story or narrative comes only after "affect-related forces , 

[and] unconscious bodily responses" go to work on the spectator (112) . In the neuro-image, she 

argues "the mental spaces and brain worlds" found in the neuro-image "are much more 

embodied, affective, visceral and sensuous" than those of Deleuze's previous time- and 

movement-images (Pisters , "Temporal"). Therefore, the neuro-image taps into the world of 

emotions and feelings rather than traditional narrative or story. 
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The opening sequence of Always Shine (Sophia Takal, 2016) is a prime example of this 

approach. The film follows two female friends, Anna and Beth, who go away for a weekend in 

Big Sur, California in effort to reconnect with each other. Both being actresses, Anna becomes 

jealous over Beth's career success and their relationship spirals out of control, leading to a 

violent altercation in the final act. The film opens with quick, out of focus and disjointed shots of 

feet running and wilderness landscape, with the guttural screams and grunts of two women heard 

over top. The screen goes black for a moment, allowing viewers to take in what they've just 

seen. At the one minute mark, Beth appears in a close-up, sobbing and begging for somebody to 

not kill her. She asks, "I'll do anything you want. . . do you want to kiss me? Is that what you 

want?" One can infer that she has perhaps been attacked and taken hostage by an unknown 

assailant, due to the succession of this scene from the last, but as she begins to undress she 

hesitates and a man's voice interrupts, "What's the problem? You knew there was going to be 

nudity, right?" It becomes clear that Beth is auditioning for an acting role. The men in the room, 

almost always offscreen, talk down to her - "don't worry sweetheart, we'll make sure you look 

beautiful" - and Beth begins reciting her lines again. As Beth continues her scene underneath the 

opening credits, shots from the rest of the film are cut together in a rapid fashion, similar to the 

opening sequence but this time including shots of the back of Beth's head as she is having sex. 

The soundtrack consists of Beth's audition lines, brisk, escalating music, and tense, ambient 

sound effects. As the speed of the edits increases, the grunting and heaving sobs from the first 

minute return, and the sequence climaxes with a final scream before cutting to Beth laying in bed 

with her boyfriend in post-coital bliss, the first "real" scene of the film. This five minute opening 

creates an extremely visceral whiplash of emotion, and prepares an audience for the ride about to 

come. The rapid edits and visceral soundtrack in this sequence disorient the viewer and build 
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tension before the story is presented in any form. The first few minutes are narratively vague. It 

is only when it becomes clear that Beth is in an audition that there is any sense of a story for a 

viewer to follow ; the only bit of narrative one can discern is that Beth is an actress. Pisters 

writes, "it is precisely in these unqualified and ambiguous moments when suspense arises more 

strongly than in clearly defined dangerous dramatic situations . Neuroscientific experiments on 

suspense have indicated that the amygdala [the emotion center of the brain] is aroused more 

strongly in such ambiguous situations than in obvious fearful situations" (Pisters , 

"Neurothriller") ; it is the suspicious shadow in the corner of a dark room before one's eyes adjust 

to the dimness to see the object for what it actually is . Director Sophia Takal understood the 

importance of establishing an expectation early on, saying she feels "the very beginning of the 

movie is when you set the pace and rhythm of the film, the expectations for pace and rhythm 

with an audience. At first I wanted viewers to get pulled in and think that they were really 

watching a horror movie and then sort of have to recalibrate and realize that what they were 

watching was someone performing and manipulating them" (Landekic) . 

In contemporary neuro-cinema, suspense "operates more directly on an impersonal 

affective level addressed before any character or narrative situation can own these affects ," while 

in a classic film , the suspense either originates from or is at the service of the narrative (Pisters , 

"Neurothriller"). One can compare the contemporary Always Shine to a more classic film with 

female protagonists, such as Brian DePalma's Carrie (1976) or Roman Polanski's Rosemary's 

Baby (1968). In both films, the main female protagonist's plight is revealed only through 

narrative means . As an example, for Carrie, the first scene of her being tormented in the girls' 

locker room sets her character up as the outcast of the school. For Rosemary, tragedy strikes 

every which way for the people in her life before it is revealed it was all for her Satanic 
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neighbors' plot. Each film is driven through plot points such as these to create and maintain 

suspense. In classic film such as these, the traditional formula is what the spectator expects -

without knowing the actual plot, s/he anticipates how the story will unfold, whereas in 

contemporary cinema, "the spectator knows just as little as the characters, and is immediately 

drawn into the subjective emotional word of the protagonists" (Pisters, "Horror"). Queen of 

Earth (Alex Ross Perry, 2015) is another film similar to Always Shine - two women, Catherine 

(Elisabeth Moss) and Virginia (Katherine Waterston), spend a week at a secluded lake house, 

again in effort to reconnect. The film opens on a close-up of Catherine, hair wet with dark 

mascara tears circling her eyes, the collar of a bathrobe peeking out from under her messy hair. 

She remains on screen for a moment, allowing the viewer to take in her image before asking, 

"how could you do this to me?" A man replies, "I can't explain it." An argument between the two 

unfolds over one, mostly unbroken shot of Catherine, angrily crying. They argue about his 

cheating, her father's alleged "accident" which led to his death ("It was on purpose, Catherine," 

the man replies, alluding to suicide). Culture writer Bilge Ebiri notes of this scene, "we may not 

see any blood on the screen, but, emotionally speaking, this might be the most violent scene of 

any film so far this year" (Ebiri). The title of the film plays over Catherine's sobbing face, before 

fading into shots of the lake house and an image of a very different looking Catherine, either in 

the past or the present given the ontology of the first scene, walking up the driveway with a 

suitcase. This sequence is extremely different than that of Always Shine, stylistically speaking, 

though the "subjective emotional world" of Catherine is immediately apparent. Both of these 

films are what I would consider contemporary, gendered neurothrillers. From a quick internet 

search, they are both classified broadly as "drama" or "thrillers," and since their plots and subject 

matter are close to identical, as well as the relationships between two women respectively, I will 
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refer back to them throughout this paper to illustrate why I deem them contemporary 

neurothrillers. 

After Anna's attack on Beth is alluded to in the credits sequence, the full scene comes 

back in the third act of Always Shine. After killing Beth - though the viewer does not have solid 

evidence of this yet - Anna "becomes" her, wearing her clothes and taking on her mannerisms 

and thoughts. While Anna is performing as Beth, she has visions Beth dressed as Anna which 

stalk her throughout the rest of the film, in effort to not let Anna forget what she has done. As 

Anna dances in a nightclub, "Beth" tries to chase her down. She runs out of the club into the 

woods, the creeping, chiming sound effects from the credits coming back into play. Narratively, 

this scene is where things become confusing, though it also reinforces Pisters' argument. Beth 

attacks Anna in a reverse view of the original attack on Beth. There are shots of both women 

playing both victim and assailant, blurring the reality of the situation. Flashes of various shots 

from the scene appear, as well as shots of the production slate from the actual film, adding a meta 

layer to the scene. Finally, it is Beth who is the one being attacked at the hands of Anna, and it is 

clear that she has not only killed the actual Beth but the vision of her as well, as the viewer sees 

neither again. 

The viscera of the scene is much more important to the viewer than the narrative action of 

what exactly went down at the hands of who. Pisters writes that for an viewer placed into an 

ambiguous situation, they may first connect on the emotional level, shown through 

cinematography including "close-ups, grainy images, colours, [or] sounds" which may all affect 

the viewer without being connected to the narrative or character (Pisters, "Horror). In this sense, 

this scene as well as the whole of the film can be considered a "brain world," or a neuro-image 

according to Pisters. This world "is visceral and sensual, full of affection-images, faces and 
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hands in close-up, smelling, touching and tasting . . . There is noticeably more emphasis on the 

sensual aspects of the brain world than there is in the 'colder' and more 'distant' rational mise

en-scene of Kubrick's mental worlds ," for example (Pisters , "Temporal") . The affection-image of 

the close-ups are frequent in the film , and they tend to display emotion on the simplest level. The 

film is bookended by roughly the same shot - the film opens on Beth sobbing in her audition, and 

ends with a close-up on Anna as she watches Beth's body being loaded into a coroner's van, tears 

streaming down her cheeks . Building off of that, Pisters argues that the neuro-image fits along 

the temporal axis that the time- and movement-image live on. If the time-image is situated in the 

past and the movement-image is situated in the present, the neuro-image "has the future (as third 

synthesis of time) as its ontology. And since the future has not happened yet, it has a speculative 

dimension to it: we can think of a multitude of scenarios , parallel or serialized, of what might 

happen, what would happen or what will happen" (Pisters , "Temporal") . The film ends rather 

ambiguously in terms of narrative but leaves a viewer questioning the immediate future. Will the 

coroner see Anna up on the hill? Will she be arrested? As Anna's tearful close up cuts to black, 

the film leaves the viewer hanging in the balance, interrupted for a moment in time, waiting for 

some sense of narrative relief to explain what has occurred. In the next section, I will discuss 

what happens within the spectator's body in a moment like this , using the concepts of 

phenomenology and embodiment and how they go to work on a spectator. 

Contemporary Neurothriller versus Classic Psychothriller: Aesthetics and Narrative 

In comparing the classic Hitchcock thriller Rear Window (1954) to Andrea Arnold's Red 

Road (2006) , Pisters writes that if the former "has been considered a meta-film about the 
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voyeurism of the classical cinematographic apparatus," it is possible to see the latter as "a meta

film about the current media landscape which has turned into a surveillance apparatus" (Pisters, 

"Neurothriller"). Red Road is a definitive example of the neurothriller, due its aesthetics of 

surveillance and its ensuing affective qualities. The film follows Jackie, a CCTV operator in 

Glasgow. She sees a man on one of her many video screens and follows him first with her 

camera, then in real life. It is unclear until nearly the end of the film exactly who this man is and 

why or how the two people are connected, but there are visual clues along the way which point 

to their relationship. Pisters argues the aesthetics of surveillance culture, such as CCTV cameras 

or contemporary screen visuals such as computers, smart phones, and the like are linked to haptic 

voyeurism, which in turn make Red Road an affective neurothriller. Following this notion, 

because the aesthetics of surveilled images "are rather fuzzy and grainy," Pisters believes they 

would be "better described as affection-images," the Deleuzian term for the close-up (Pisters 

107). These images have "mostly haptic or tactile qualities, in which the eye is less engaged with 

mastering the image and more often searching, questioning, ' touching' the surface of it, with less 

certainty than has been usually associated with the controlling gaze and the omnipotent 

Eye" (107). The haptic qualities "indicate the we have to read the surveillance discourse perhaps 

along this different, affective scale" (107). Pisters describes the first scene of the film, where 

Jackie's character is established as a CCTV operator. Close up shots of the surveillance screens 

are cut together with a hand moving a joystick, operating the cameras capturing the images. 

Pisters describes this as a quite literal haptic visual, as Jackie is touching the screens through the 

controller. The actor's situated body, as well as the "close-ups and the haptic quality of the blurry 

CCTV images evoke this intense level of affect," (109) which shows the intersection between 
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aesthetics and affect, qualifying the film as a neurothriller. This scene is what Pisters 1s 

discussing when she deems this phenomena "a haptic kind of voyeurism" (108). 

The language Pisters is drawing upon here is a key term from the works of Laura Marks 

and Jennifer Barker. According to Marks' levels of haptics, Jackie would be engaging in haptic 

perception, or "the combination of tactile, kinesthetic, and proprioceptive functions, the way we 

experience touch both on the surface of and inside our bodies" (Marks 2). For the spectator, s/he 

would be engaging in haptic visuality, where "the eyes themselves function like organs of 

touch," while drawing "from other forms of sense experience, primarily touch and 

kinesthetics" (2). Since the latter "draws on other senses, the viewer's body is more obviously 

involved in the process of seeing than is the case with optical visuality," wherein the process of 

seeing is "solely optical" rather than "multisensory" (3). Though the term visuality implies a 

spectator, "a work itself may offer haptic images," which "do not invite identification with a 

figure so much as they encourage a bodily relationship between the viewer and the image" (3). 

Marks' theories are also relatable for Barker, who extends the conversation to include a tactile 

"skin" of the film, which "puts us in am ambivalent place on the border of self and other, inside 

and outside, and proper and improper. Julia Kristeva's definition of 'abjection' hinges on this 

ambivalence," as well as Young's "here" and "yonder," which may be applied to this idea within 

the same vein (Barker 55). A classic example of the visually haptic qualities Barker describes is 

the final scene of Roman Polanski's thriller, Repulsion (1965). The camera lands on a photograph 

of the main character, Carol (Catherine Deneuve) and her family after Carol's sister returns from 

a trip to find Carol in a psychotic state and a dead man's body in the bathtub. The family photo 

"disintegrates into pure texture" as the film closes; Barker writes, "in this moment, we feel the 

family's dirty secret as something dirty, soft, and porous to the touch ... As under a microscope, 
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clean surfaces are everywhere revealed to be diseased and repulsive" (50). Another film which 

may not be considered a horror film, but is unsettling nonetheless, would be David Lynch's 

Eraserhead (1977), which Barker argues "there can be no 'traditional' reading of.. . that doesn't 

take into account its texture: it doesn't make sense any other way. At the narrative level, one 

might get the idea there there's something strange going on, but it is impossible to put one's 

finger on it," (51) much like the neurothriller's "time lapse between unconscious emotion and 

conscious feeling." 

Therefore, Pisters' haptic-voyeuristic qualities can be broken down as follows: haptic, 

meaning the CCTV and surveillance images with their "flecks of identity" (Pisters, 

"Neurothriller"), and voyeuristic, meaning the tactile approach to the surveilled screen. These 

qualities work together to create an affective cinema. Returning to Red Road, a later scene shows 

Jackie going to a party at the apartment of the man she has been following with her camera. 

Their relationship is still ambiguous at this point, though the man does not recognize her in the 

same way she does him. He becomes interested in her and they almost kiss, though Jackie tears 

herself away and runs out of the building. The formal elements of "the mise-en-scene, 

soundscape, and cinematography express here how Jackie is aroused in two opposite ways, torn 

between emotions and feelings" (Pisters 114). Moreover, "we still have no frame or explanations 

for these events at this stage, but the affective suspense means that we hold our breath, tracking 

her emotionality ourselves as spectators, when Jackie continues her investigations" (114). 

Always Shine and Queen of Earth certainly contain these elements of the neurothriller, 

particularly the seeing before knowing aspect, which add to a paranoid, surveilled narrative. In 

Always Shine, Beth and Anna are constantly being watched in some way - the producers in the 

opening watch Beth in her audition, and later Anna appears to be in a very similar audition. She 
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is framed and lit the exact same way. However, the camera zooms out to reveal she is actually 

standing in an automotive garage, arguing with a mechanic, the implication here being that she is 

being "watched" by perhaps another set of producers. Later on the drive to Big Sur, the two 

women stop for lunch. A woman recognizes Beth from television and asks Anna to take a photo 

of the two of them together. This is not only an insult to Anna, another actress yet less 

recognizable, but another way of showing how both women are in the situation to be seen by 

others. 

In Queen of Earth, Catherine and Virginia are regularly framed in close-ups, or affection 

images. This in turn creates the sensual , or haptic image Pisters is attempting to describe in the 

neuro-image . Further, the film is shot on film stock, in stark contrast to the digital look of Always 

Shine. This element adds a grainy layer to the film , making it appear more intimate through its 

haptic qualities , allowing a viewer inside the minds of the characters, as Pisters argues . 

Additionally, the voyeuristic component of Always Shine is also present in Queen of Earth. 

Catherine and Virginia lurk around the lake house, avoiding each other in effort to evade a 

pressing conversation they must have. The constant threat of the other woman being around the 

corner adds a level of suspense that may otherwise not have been there, if it weren't again for the 

setting of the home . 

Pisters' neurothriller 1s a part of a larger trend in contemporary film studies -what 

Adriano D 'Aloia et al. term "neurofilmology ." Studies in this field show that even though the 

film viewing experience has been going on for over a century, there is still a "dark fascination" 

and a search for "empirical evidence to solve the ineffable mystery of film viewing" (D' Aloia 

10). The "empirical evidence" found in neurofilmology backs up Pisters' argument in The Neuro

Image that film audiences are seeking more out of a viewing experience as time goes on. 
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Neurofilmology blends the concepts of embodied perception and the phenomenological 

approach, which leads into the next chapter. 
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Chapter Two: Phenomenology and Embodiment, Female Spectator, and the Horror Film 

Watching a film is a physical experience - we view films "somatically, with our whole 

body, and we are affected by images even before cognitive information processing or 

unconscious identification addresses and envelops us on another level" (Elsaesser 117) . In the 

case of horror films or psychological thrillers , or neurothrillers for that matter, an audience may 

think a film to be "gross" in the way Linda Williams depicts "categories of films that promise to 

be sensational, to give our bodies an actual physical jolt" (Williams 602). She argues that certain 

film genres - pornography, horror, and melodrama - share "pertinent features" which display 

"the bodies of women .. . as the primary embodiment of pleasure, fear, and pain" (605). These 

"body genres" include "ecstatic excesses . . . of the body 'beside itself' with sexual pleasure, fear 

and terror, or overpowering sadness ," and aural excessive qualities such as "inarticulate cries of 

pleasure in porn, screams of fear in horror, sobs of anguish in melodrama" (604-05). Further, she 

writes that through a female body, the audience can feel the most sensation - "it is the female 

body in the grips of an out-of-control ecstasy that has offered the most sensational sight" (605) . 

Why is this so? Barbara Creed posits Julia Kristeva's idea of the "abject," which "acknowledges 

no boundaries, rules or fixed positions, and which upsets identity, system and order" (Elsaesser 

121) and applies it to her own notion of the monstrous-feminine in the horror film , which entails 

the "monster" ( otherwise known as a female character) crossing "boundaries between the human 

and the non-human, while the abject challenges the very idea of a boundary" (121). This is to say 

that in society, which is by and large patriarchal, women are expected to be beautiful and behave 

accordingly so. Creed shows that depictions of women in horror films have the ability to be ugly, 

unbecoming, and "gross" through both physical appearance and behavior - traits not expected of 
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a lady, which makes their "messy" representations on screen so titillating, or "sensational." It is 

the proverbial train wreck one cannot look away from. Williams and Creed agree, stressing "the 

visceral immediacy and directness of the film's address that entails social devaluation, cultural 

exclusion and authoritarian prohibition" (Elsaesser 122). Ultimately it is not only the women on 

screen who behave and react in an uncouth manner, but it is the spectator in the seat of the 

theater as well . 

According to Laura Marks, " . . . the phenomenological encounter is an exchange between 

an embodied self-in-becoming (the viewer) and its embodied intercessor (the cinema)" (Marks 

151). Marks is "interested in overcoming the representational paradigm in favor of a somatic , 

embodied and tactile reception," (Elsaesser 125) and believes that " . . . sensation involves direct 

action upon the body by a stimulus, whereas perception is a measure of potential action," (Marks 

147) the stimulus here being the film. A later scene in Always Shine aligns with these concepts . 

Once Beth and Anna have made it to the house in Big Sur, Anna works out on the deck while 

Beth sits in a lounge chair reading a script for the film she auditioned for. Beth bluffs that the 

film isn't a big deal to Anna, who is intensely jealous of Beth's success. First framed in wide 

shots, they discuss the project. Anna becomes more aggressive and in each reverse shot, the 

camera slowly zooms closer on each woman until they are framed in close-ups, a low, creeping 

whine sound effect audible underneath their dialogue. This type of cinematography and editing is 

prevalent in thrillers and horror films, as it builds tension and alerts the audience that something 

is about to happen. Beth and Anna play the scene twice, firstly as an informal read through. Anna 

thinks Beth should play the part "more sassy," so she forcefully suggests that she read Beth's 

part. She moves to Beth's side rather than across from her as before, the pair now framed in a 

two-shot. Anna appears from the chest-up, taking up most of the frame while Beth is only visible 
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from the chin up, visually showing which character has the most power in the moment. The 

second time they read through the scene, the tone is much more tense - Anna plays the part much 

better than Beth has, and Beth knows it. The camera slowly zooms as Anna becomes 

increasingly more angry, stopping in a claustrophobic extreme close-up on both of their faces as 

Anna screams directly into Beth's face , "we're going to die and it's your fucking fault.. .your life 

is over, my life is over." The line between person and actor has been blurred, and one may not be 

sure if Anna is still in character or not. As she screams, her face turns red and a vein bulges in her 

neck, allowing a viewer to feel not only Anna's rage, but Beth's discomfort as they share the 

frame. Anna finishes the scene, blinks out of character, and suggests the two go for a hike. She 

walks back into the house and Beth breathes a sigh of relief upon hearing the door click shut. 

During Anna's diatribe , a viewer may be holding their breath in suspense, releasing it along with 

Beth only when Anna goes inside. 

Phenomenologist Vivian Sobchack argues the "the film expenence 1s a system of 

communication based on bodily perception as a vehicle of conscious expression" (Sobchack 9) . 

The relationship between viewer and screen is "fundamentally mimetic ," where meaning is not 

signified only through signs but experienced in the body of the spectator," (149) which is to say 

the viewer finds themselves in Beth's shoes, quite literally simulating her actions. According to 

Sobchack, one must be an active viewer, or "interactive character" instead of a passive one - she 

stresses film viewing as "an exchange between two bodies" meaning the viewer and the film. She 

sees the film as a "body," living separately from the spectator but also inexorably breathing 

alongside of them as well (149) . A film on its own may appear to be complete when the last edit 

is made, but Sobchack argues that the film is never quite over as long as there is somebody to 

watch it. 
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The horror genre is one in which there is much discourse surrounding the embodied 

reactions of both film character and spectator. As contemporary neurothrillers, Always Shine and 

Queen of Earth have elements of the genre interspersed throughout their respective runtimes , 

though it would not be without the established conventions of the genre. Using Carrie again as 

an example, it is easy to see the arguments behind the notion of women in the genre. The 

opening scene where Carrie's classmates taunt her after she gets her first period is a scene 

combining pleasure and horror - before blood runs down her leg, the scene plays out like the 

beginning of a soft-core film. Carrie showers in slow motion while calming music plays on the 

soundtrack. Half-dressed girls laugh and joke throughout the rest of the locker room. Everything 

comes to a halt once the blood appears . This is the first time in the film where pleasure is 

combined with horror, but it is certainly not the last. As Tania Modleski points out, women are 

"denied access to pleasure while simultaneously being scapegoated for seeming to represent 

it" (Modleski), and Carrie is no exception. By being a woman, especially one who is showering 

in slow motion, she embodies every expectation put forth by the male gaze , though this narrative 

is flipped the moment the blood streams down her thigh; suddenly she now becomes part of the 

abject, the monstrous , the opposite of male pleasure and intent, because "female bodily wastes 

are seen as the true source of repugnance , not least because they reveal what the cosmetic surface 

works to conceal: women's own desiring corporeal being" (Betterton) . The image of blood falls 

into abject territory which repulse and delight those in the film (the girls in the locker room) and 

those in the audience, and "invoke a response of disgust from the audience situated as it is within 

the social symbolic , but at a more archaic level the representation of bodily wastes may invoke 

pleasure in breaking the taboo on filth - sometimes described as a pleasure in perversity" (Creed) . 

Therefore, Carrie would fall into Linda Williams' "body genres ." 
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Carrie will be denied of pleasure, sexual or otherwise, at every turn . Each time this 

happens, the spectator feels let down or second handedly humiliated, particularly during the 

penultimate scene when the pig's blood is dropped on her; they are affected as much as she is. As 

Simon O'Sullivan writes, "affects are moments of intensity, a reaction in/on the body at the level 

of matter. . . as such, affects are not to do with knowledge or meaning; indeed they occur on a 

different, asignifying register;" he continues that "you cannot read affects, you can only 

experience them," which aligns with Pisters' ideologies (O'Sullivan). It is affect first, not 

knowledge. There is missing information in Carrie, which does not truly add or detract from the 

overall plot, but is still quizzical to a viewer - for example, the White's house caves in and 

explodes at the end of the film, and one is not quite sure why. Is it Carrie's own telekinetic 

doing? Or did the foundation simply pick a bad time to crumble? However, the viewer does not 

think of questions such as these as the scene is playing out, but completely feels all the film's 

emotion, the total weight of oppression that Carrie has been feeling, literally falling down around 

her. 

As Pisters writes, "characters who have the audience's sympathy can count on more 

shared emotional anxiety when they find themselves in dangerous situations," (Pisters, 

"Temporal") which is why when she is drenched in blood at the dance, the effect of the 

oppression put forth onto her by the film's characters becomes all the more painful for the 

spectator. Further, when Carrie begins her supernatural killing spree, the spectator may at first 

feel frightened if they put themselves in the shoes of the prom-goers. However, as a ring of fire 

surrounds Carrie and she slowly walks off the stage and out of the gym, one cannot help but feel 

vindicated on her behalf. By "placing the spectator in the position of an unseen nameless 

presence which, to the audiences' great glee, annihilates one by one their screen 
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surrogates" (Modleski). This adds to the phenomenological experience of Carrie. It is a roller 

coaster of emotion, but as O'Sullivan echoes Pisters, it is one of feeling and not fact. 

In a later scene in the same location on the deck in Always Shine, Beth calls her boyfriend 

after she and Anna have a brief confrontation. She first calls him apparently to complain about 

how the weekend is a disaster, but she becomes nearly hysterical as she realizes more of the 

competitiveness in her friendship with Anna. As she talks, Beth quickly paces back and forth on 

the deck and the camera follows her. As the conventions of the horror genre have put forth, a 

viewer expects Anna to be standing in the doorway to the house as the camera swings back that 

way, listening in on the call, which is exactly what happens - however the tension comes from 

the viewer not knowing exactly when it will happen, leading to the viewer being on the edge of 

their seat. The horror element of this scene exemplifies Linda Williams' recalling of James 

Twitchell's noticing "that the Latin horrere means to bristle. He describes the way the nape hair 

stands on end during moments of shivering excitement. The "aptly named Twitchell thus 

describes a kind of erection of the hair founded in the conflict between reactions of ' fight and 

flight,"' (Williams 606) a purely embodied experience. 

If I am to reroute this discussion to Marks' concept that sensation comes from a stimulus, 

there are certain factors within a film which would behave as stimuli, which I argue may be 

applied to a specific genre of film . In the next section, I will apply the excesses of the melodrama 

genre to this stimuli in effort to further explain how Marks' notion of the exchange between the 

"embodied self-in-becoming" and the "embodied intercessor" may all the more be connected to 

women in the cinema and female spectatorship. A question Mary Ann Doane posits is one I will 

explore: "as a discourse addressed specifically to women, what kind of viewing process does the 

'woman's film' attempt to activate?" (Doane 284) . 
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Chapter Three: Melodrama: Female Protagonists and Spectators 

The history of the melodrama can be traced back to the beginning of studio-led, classical 

Hollywood film in the 1930s. At a time where masculine genres such as crime , gangster, war and 

western prevailed, there was also a large market for lighter fare consisting of comedy, romance, 

and musical. Generally, more women flocked to these types of films than men, solidifying these 

latter genres under the category of "women's films ." With the advent of World War II, and with 

more women on the home front, Hollywood catered to their newfound audience with more 

pictures directed toward women. Since You Went Away (Cromwell , 1944) is a prime example of a 

wartime women's picture - the film chronicles the female characters familial ties , romances , and 

hardships at home on American soil while the men in their lives are away at war. Because 

women could relate to the characters onscreen, the film had much more of an emotional, 

cathartic impact on female audiences , which is why this specific type of melodrama became 

known as "weepies," relaying the message that this genre of film contains emotional magnitude . 

As the genre grew, its "persistent identification with pathos, suffering and ' the point of 

view of the victim' also place it in opposition to ' action' genres such as the Western or the 

gangster movie ," which therefore "give[s] it a specific designation as a ' feminine' 

form" (Thornham 47) . In turn , the female protagonist and her domain become the focal point of 

the film . Because the home is so tied to the mainstream ideology of the woman, it is very often 

the setting for unfolding drama. Further, the home may function as the personified brain of the 

protagonist, containing a multitude of secrets through hidden doors or passageways . Mary Ann 

Doane writes, "the home is not a homogenous space - it asserts divisions, gaps , and field within 

its very structure. There are places which elude the eye; paranoia demands a split between the 
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known and the unknown, the seen and the unseen" (Doane 287). This concept may suggest 

inherent suspense, and in turn, affect upon the spectator, within the setting of the home. An 

example of this may be an element in the horror film, where the two genres of melodrama and 

horror meet: "affect is condensed onto the fact of a woman investigating, penetrating the space 

alone," Doane writes (288) . There is something intrinsically suspenseful about the image of a 

woman investigating a bump in the night by herself. In the woman's film or melodrama, "the 

cinematic generality of this system of suspense is specified by the 'woman's film' in only two 

ways: through the localization of suspense in the familiarized female space of the home .. . and in 

the violent attribution of the investigating gaze to the female protagonist (who is also its victim)" 

(287). The reaction of the protagonist to situations around her are additionally an important 

element to understanding a woman driven mad by an unseen force - "there is an almost 

obsessive association of the female protagonist with a dedication from some norm of mental 

stability or health, resulting in the recurrent investigation of psychical mechanisms frequently 

linked with the 'feminine condition' - masochism, hysteria, neurosis, paranoia" (285). What 

would this awaken in the spectator as far as the emotive component of the genre? 

In opposition to films which have more of a social commentary or global message, 

melodramas "forsake the wider social stage for the intimate familial one, and concentrate on the 

body rather than the body politic," (Harper) turning the narrative more inward toward the self. In 

this type of film, Elsaesser (qtd. in Thornham) states '"the rhythm of experience' . . .is emphasized 

rather than ' its value (moral, intellectual)' . The social and political is understood only in 'private 

contexts and emotional terms .. . "' Elsaesser claims these terms are expressed not only "through 

its verbal articulation by the individual but through its externalization in an 'orchestration' of 

visual and musical effects, in music, decor and mise-en-scene." (Thornham 47) Though 
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"melodrama is primarily a mode, with a high emotional temperature, it is also a style." (Harper) 

Formal elements such as cinematography and sound design are the building blocks to any genre's 

makeup, and for melodrama, they play a critical role in assisting in its emotional impact, creating 

the "weepie" audiences anticipate. For example, music "plays a crucial role; it does not dominate 

the film, but it always leads it. This is because music is a language with easier access to the 

emotions" (Harper). These elements are what theorist Anneke Smelik refers to as "excess," 

meaning "all those qualities of the visual image which construct the narrative but which also 

always carry a meaning in excess of the film's story," though it does "not necessarily stand in 

opposition to narrative" (Smelik 125). Therefore, "visual excess is a subversive element creating 

other meanings, outplaying narrative structures, evoking emotions; it is certainly the 'obtuse' 

meaning of the visual which carries much of the affect of a film" (125). The visual excess Smelik 

describes is extremely similar to Williams' excesses marked by her concept of body genres. The 

visual excess is "the affective force," for a spectator which "resides in the excess or obtuse 

meaning of the image" (127). Excess is primarily a tool for the spectator to identify the emotion 

on screen and the emotions within herself. Smelik writes, "the excessive imagery draws attention 

to itself and makes the viewer reflect upon whats/he is watching," explaining the spectator must 

make narrative sense out of a "weird scene" (126). 

The excesses, style, and form may certainly be applied to Queen ofEarth. As the opening 

title fades in across Catherine's crying face (an image already steeped in emotion), what can only 

be described as suspenseful horn instruments play. The "haunting, minimalist score (by Keegan 

DeWitt) . . . [is] perched dangerously, wonderfully between spooky and lyrical" (Ebiri). It is an odd 

choice, particularly for a contemporary film, as this type of music would be found in a more 

classic film, though I believe that is the point - even the font of the Queen of Earth title is a 
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swirly, red-pink cursive, calling back to a bygone era of opening film titles. The film's long 

dissolves between scenes are also a marker of a classic drama, allowing one image to lay on 

another for longer than most other contemporary films , becoming a brief tableau of opposing 

characters or locations. The melodramatic elements are definitively a stylistic and aesthetic 

choice, one which elevates the thriller genre elements in a blend between the two modes , 

creating a new threshold for thrillers . 

This digression toward melodrama sets the stage for my theorization of the neurothriller 

through a gendered lens . Since melodrama was one of the first genres to examine the female 

narrative and audience, I find it only natural for it to be the jumping off point in discussing 

women as characters and spectators. By itself, the term "woman's picture" is a "label which 

stipulates that the films are in some sense the 'possession' of woman and that their terms of 

address are dictated by the anticipated presence of the female spectator" (Doane 284) . A major 

takeaway from the study of melodrama is that it reverses the classic scopophilic view of a female 

character. Since this type of film "obsessively centers and re-centers" the woman character which 

in tum places "her in a position of agency, it offers some resistance to an analysis which stresses 

the ' to-be-looked-at-ness' of the woman, her objectification as spectacle according to the 

masculine structure of the gaze" (286) . Doane further claims there is "a certain de

specularization" which occurs in the woman's film , "a deletion of scopophiliac energy in other 

directions , away from the female body"; because the way of seeing women typically on screen 

has changed within this scope, "the very process of seeing is now invested with fear, anxiety, 

horror, precisely because it is object-less , free-floating" (286). It is precisely these emotions 

Doane describes which lead to what I would consider the neuro-affective female spectator. 
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Chapter Four: The Neuroaffective Female Spectator 

The Phenomenological Response 

I will begin this section with a meditation on Vivian Sobchack's and Iris Young's works 

on phenomenology before moving into the neuro-affective territory. I believe the 

phenomenological theory they posit can help with the understanding of neuro-affective science 

as a concept to be applied to film theory. 

There is much emphasis placed on "the body" in all of these texts - this is clear. What is 

unclear is the type of body. A section of a chapter in Sobchack's "The Address of the Eye" asks 

"Whose Body?" It is this precise question I am attempting to explore in the discussion of 

spectatorship. However, this excerpt is a small portion of a book concerned with phenomenology. 

Sobchack abstains from discussing the body as a gendered being, or as any labeled being for that 

matter, claiming "the lived-body is never merely or wholly male or female, white or black. (To 

initially take it up in such terms is an essentializing act. . . ) Rather the lived-body is excessive and 

ambiguous in its materiality . . . " (Sobchack 144) . However, for the sake of argument, she "[turns] 

for phenomenological descriptions of lived-body experience that is gender-specific and 

historicized" for Iris Young's essay, "Throwing Like a Girl: A Phenomenology of Feminine Body 

Comportment, Motility, and Spatiality." I will focus on Sobchack's engagement with Young's 

work, as Sobchack situates the essay in terms of film embodiment, because the essay "may 

reveal the bodily in-formation of women's experience of spectatorship" (152) . Young stresses the 

fact "that, for women, ' the body frequently is both subject and object for itself at the same time 

and in reference to the same act,' an experience heightened in a culture in which a woman's body 

is regarded as 'a thing which exists as looked at and acted upon"' (154). Sobchack asserts this 
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thinking is hardly groundbreaking as it readily applies to Laura Mulvey's seminal essay "Visual 

Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," which details the scopophilic view of the male gaze. What 

Young brings to the table is a phenomenological take on the issue rather than the established 

psychoanalytic take , using "empirically observable phenomena," (154) which include but is not 

limited to women keeping their limbs closer, drawn more inward than men, or that they "often 

approach a physical engagement with things with timidity, uncertainty, and hesitancy" (Young 

34). The ultimate point Young makes in the essay is that "feminine existence lives space as 

enclosed or confining" (39) . What better enclosed, feminine space than the home in the world of 

a film? The "familiarized female space of the home" in the melodrama is a prime example of 

this . In both Always Shine and Queen of Earth, the main setting of the film is a large vacation 

home. The drama between both sets of respective women unfolds in several rooms of the home -

an early scene in the former film takes place in the bathroom while Beth showers and Anna does 

her makeup in the mirror. Much of the more intense drama develops in the kitchen of the lake 

house Catherine and Virginia share. All women retreat to their bedrooms for earnest conversation 

or quiet introspection. It is when they leave for the outdoors that all bets are off; Anna and Beth 

argue on the deck and later fight each other in the woods . Catherine and Virginia share much of 

their sometimes non-verbal tension on the porch, and don't speak at all during a canoe trip 

(another semi-enclosed space) . The home is the ecosystem for women, and choosing it as a 

backdrop for the action of a thriller creates the perfect environment for suspense. 

Further, Young explains that "in feminine existence there is a double spatiality," or a 

difference between "the space of the 'here' is distant from the space of the ' yonder' (40) . By 

"feminine existence ," Young means "a set of structures and conditions that delimit the typical 

situation of being a woman in a particular society, as well as the typical way in which this 
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situation is lived by the women themselves" (Young 32). Through her following explanation to 

this sentiment, in which she alludes to Merleau-Ponty and Simone de Beauvoir's respective 

phenomenological views, one can understand Young's "situation" to mean the patriarchal world. 

Women, according to Merleau-Ponty, are in a constant state of "I can" and "I cannot." Young 

delineates "I can" living in the same world as "here" and "I cannot" within "the yonder." 

Because women are limited by their "feminine existence," there is "the sense of understanding 

that ' someone' could move within it, but not I" ( 41). 

Sobchack finds what is "of particular significance to film theorists is Young's implication 

of visual perception in these particular modalities of feminine comportment, motility, and 

spatialization," (Sobchack 156) describing the final scene of Stella Dallas (Vidor, 1937), a film 

which ironically comes up quite often in the texts for melodrama. As a small digression, I find it 

interesting that Sobchack chooses this film and this scene in particular, to illustrate the "here" 

and "yonder," as though she is specifically situating it in terms of women's films or female 

spectatorship. In the scene, Stella (Barbara Stanwyck) stands outside in the rain looking through 

a window, watching her daughter get married inside. Though Stella chose not to attend the 

wedding, she is nevertheless happy for her. She walks away, smiling but crying, happy but sad. 

Sobchack writes about the physical separation of space in this scene, claiming that scenes with 

"cinematic images of exclusion and longing" become more moving "when they are articulated as 

the looking from a constricted 'here' into an other 'yonder' space which they can intend but 

cannot inhabit" (156). In opposition to the generalized "lived-body," as Sobchack terms it, " . . . 

the female lived-body will experience visual perception and visual space in a modality 

complementary to its bodily qualification," (156) therefore bringing Young's essay back for 

explanation: '"If feminine body spatiality is such that the woman experiences herself as rooted 
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and enclosed, then on the reversibility assumption it would follow that visual space for feminine 

existence also has its closures of immobility and fixity"' (156) . Catherine and Virginia are often 

visually closed off from one another, created the "double spaciality" Young proposes . One 

woman is frequently outside of the house while another is inside, watching her through a 

window. As mentioned above, the outside space of Queen ofEarth is a space where metaphorical 

small talk is replaced with full blown confrontation. At the point of the canoe trip, it has become 

alarmingly clear that Catherine's mental state is beginning to slide. A visual representation of this 

is that of the three people in the canoe - Virginia, Catherine in the middle , and Virginia's 

sometimes-boyfriend Rich - Catherine is the only one wearing a life vest. In the following scene, 

Catherine lays in a hammock outside talking on a cordless landline phone, giggling and 

whispering. Virginia watches her through a window, and picks up another cordless phone in the 

house to eavesdrop. All she hears is Catherine talking to herself over the dial tone. Virginia walks 

outside to ask, "who are you talking to?" Catherine replies coyly, "it's none of your business." 

Virginia appears uneasy and Catherine just giggles. By walking outside, by breaching 

Catherine's space, Virginia has stepped into her world and seen her as she really is. 

The Affective Neuroscience Response 

While Sobchack and Young are more interested in the embodied response to outside or 

other stimuli (whether that be film for Sobchack or society for Young, respectively) , one could 

take an affective approach to the Stella Dallas scene or others like it. Contemporary studies in 

affective neuroscience point to qualities of affect as a way to tap into the emotions of the brain. 

Patricia Pisters applies Brian Massumi's "The Autonomy of Affect" to film theory, claiming the 

essay "outlines the distinction between affect and emotion, or between the effect or intensity of 
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the image (its strengths as unqualified affect) and the content or quality of the image (relating to 

conventional meanings in an intersubjective context as emotions)" (Pisters 109). 

Similar to Young's "empirically observable phenomena" in her field of phenomenology, 

there is plenty of empirical data for affect as well as emotion which may be easily applied to film 

theory, as well as applied to film production in order to "play" with an audience's emotions. 

There appears to be a certain cause and effect within the field of emotion - the emotions one 

feels due to a stimuli (a film, for example) will create empathy in a spectator. Recent studies 

indicate "that cinematic excerpts are the favorite method among experimental researchers of 

emotions, surpassing manipulations such as picture viewing, personalized recall, and 

standardized viewing" due to the fact that "films excel in capturing attention and triggering 

emotions with relatively minor or no directed demands from participants" (Raz, et al. 285-86). 

However, when it comes to the contribution of neurocinema to the study of emotions and affect, 

"brain data alone cannot solve the mysteries of cinematic experience" (299). The field of study is 

still too new to undergo a comprehensive overhaul, though "even in its infancy, affective 

neurocinematics appears to provide important converging evidence for the involvement of a 

well-known set of emotion-related brain structures in the processing of cinematic content" (299) . 

Gal Raz, et al. "believe it can be worthwhile specifically for affective neurocinematic researchers 

to look at the work of continental theorists and vice versa," for example Linda Williams' "use of 

psychoanalysis" in her body genres "helps to differentiate between genres and look more 

carefully at their singular and complex appeal and social function" (303-04). Ultimately, Raz et 

al. explains, it would benefit both sides of the research if both learned from one another, though 

"of particular benefit to affective neuroscience is the opportunity to utilize films in order to study 

the temporal dynamics of, and multiple factors involved in, emotional experience," (305) and for 
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those in the field of film studies who are "looking for up-to-date scientific findings on human 

cognition and emotions cannot ignore the findings of neuroscience" (305) . 

Pisters explores several different types neuro-affective studies and experiments in order 

to further exemplify the neuro-image, including studies on mirror neurons, which "form the basis 

of our bond with others; empathy is grounded in the embodied similarity and simulation of the 

other on a neurological level" ( 117). A specific study Pisters reports on is Vittorio Gallese 's "The 

Shared Manifold Hypothesis" which includes an experiment on mirror neurons within the brains 

of monkeys . The study found that the age-old phrase "monkey see, monkey do ," has some truth 

to it. Since monkeys are a close ancestor to humans, it is easy to extend the study to human 

brains. Gallese terms those exhibiting these repetitive tendencies as having " 'echopraxia,' a 

compulsion to imitate everything they see at the speed of a reflex action. Less disturbing forms 

of contagion in watching other people are part of normal behavior," which would include 

laughing or yawning (120). This is to say that film spectators may have what Sobchack referred 

to above as the "fundamentally mimetic" relationship between him or herself and the screen. 

Pisters takes Gallese's study a step further by asking "what might mirror neurons contribute to 

theories of our relationship on screen?" (118) Christian Metz's theory of identification is called 

to mind here, as he "distinguished primary cinematographic identification (with the point of view 

of the camera) and secondary cinematographic identification (with the characters 

onscreen)" (118) . However, the identification theory places the spectator in front of the 

"protective" screen, rather than alongside of it where the spectator could become one with it, or 

inhabit the characters' brain worlds as Pisters imagines the viewing process to be. Mirror neurons 

further "indicate that the screen is not situated as a protection between our minds and the outside 

world but that there is a direct and embodied screen effect in our brains," and that they "were 
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shown to work the same way whether v1ewmg others in real life or v1ewmg them on 

screens," (119) which in tum "weakens" the traditional theory of screen-as-protection. Therefore, 

"it is now conceivable to speak of spectatorship in terms of becoming: we quite literally become 

what we see, at least on a neurological level" (119). This does not necessarily mean we "need to 

identify with a character ( or his or her ideological subject position) to be affected by a 

character's experiences," which is where the aesthetic and narrative components of the neuro

image comes more into play. (119) 

Another important aspect to the neuro-image is the aforementioned "time lapse between 

unconscious emotion and conscious feeling," which also corresponds to affective neuroscience. 

There are "somatic markers" according to Antonio Damasio, which "he has measured through 

skin conductance response (SCR) experiments," (111) which showed that emotion (primal, 

instinctual) precedes feeling (the aforementioned "personalized emotions" such as shame or 

guilt). This study reinforces Pisters' notion of knowing before seeing, which demonstrates 

"suspense in an affective neurothriller is not so much situated on a narrative level, where the 

audience knows more than the character does," (113) but on an affective level where formal film 

elements such as mise-en-scene contribute more than story - for example, the two opening 

scenes of Always Shine and Queen ofEarth. 
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Chapter Five: Case Study of Figments (2018) as an Affective Neurothriller 

When my thesis film, Figments (2018), was being conceived of, the main element I 

envisioned was a young female character, caught in two things - something bigger than her, and 

her anxieties. I always felt as though the former would be a good metaphor for the latter. How an 

audience would watch her navigate through her own anxieties to get a grip on the larger problem 

was something I thought would also be relatable and easily accessible . After all , everyone has 

been in a similar position at some time or another, where one must overcome a personal problem 

to achieve something greater. 

I had come across Patricia Pisters' writings while working on a previous project. I felt her 

concept of the neurothriller added a new dimension to a typical suspense film and was intrigued 

from the start. Using her writings , specifically her essay "The Neurothriller" as a guide, I tapped 

into the brain world of Rachel (Leah Berst) , the main female protagonist of my film. 

As an aside , the reason I was so attached to Rachel is because she was me. Rachel's life is 

mine, figuratively and sometimes literally - the film was shot in my house. Rachel's bedroom is 

my bedroom. Her car is my car. Her furniture, books , papers, coffee mugs, everything she 

touches are all mine, the filmmaker's . This was all based out of necessity, and barely any budget; 

it was free , we had it to use , so we did . It was only after the film began to come together in 

editing that I realized I had written and directed a version of myself, perhaps in another 

dimension where I would be a journalist who found myself living again in my parents' house, 

trying to solve a years-old disappearance. I have since found Figments to not only be a 

meditation on the neurothriller, but on my personal life as well . And what better way to create the 

film than tap into my own thought processes, my own brain world? 
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There are some obvious elements to Figments which allude to Pisters' neurothriller. 

Firstly, it is suspenseful on a quiet level. There are no overarching moments of suspense, but the 

suspense is more contemplative for Rachel and for the spectator. This is because I wanted the 

film to reflect real life as close as possible, where there are no "big" narrative moments as there 

are in a traditional fiction film. I was much more interested in directing a new narrative, which 

Pisters essentially handed to me with "The Neurothriller" essay. One element of the neurothriller 

present in the film is the VHS aesthetic permeating some of the scenes. It only appears when 

clues to Rachel's past appear, which also later confirm the whole reason why the viewer finds 

Rachel as she is when we see her in present day - there is CCTV footage of her which eventually 

led to her firing, which then led to her parents' house and current situation. Further, the ontology 

of the neuro-image is also present. Though the main action is rooted in the present, it is also 

situated in the past due to the flashbacks of her office meltdown and the memories of the missing 

girl, Amanda (Julia Krieter). However, I wrote the script specifically to focus on a not-too-distant 

future which Rachel grapples with reaching. Rachel is stuck on the inside, trying to move forth in 

her life but not knowing how. 

This sentiment plays out with the concept of the "here" and "yonder" - in one scene, 

Rachel sits on her bed, silently looking out the window while drinking a cup of tea. She has a 

memory of her meltdown at the office and appears sadly pensive in a close-up (affection-image) 

when reflecting on it. From behind her, the camera sits outlining her silhouette in the frame of the 

window. Rachel spends much of her time in the house as she attempts to figure out what to do 

with her life next, or doesn't attempt for that matter; after her mother Roberta (Kathy Matheny) 

invites her to an event while the two are in the kitchen, Rachel turns her down in favor of just 

sitting in her room. The house becomes her metaphorical prison, where she is doomed to be on 
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the inside looking out for an indeterminable time. It is only when her memories come full circle, 

when her high school friend , Morgan (Brittany Bassett) is revealed to have perhaps played a part 

in Amanda's disappearance, that she is finally at peace with herself enough to leave the house to 

go on a bike ride, as though the fact Morgan has an evil side was a fact Rachel was trying to 

suffocate all these years . The bike ride represents her new lease on life and determination to 

change for the better, as she rides off into the early spring sunset. 

Rachel's dream toward the end of the film is the scene which solidifies these concepts 

into something tangible . The surveillance aspect of the neurothriller is introduced earlier in the 

film, where her father, Jeff (Scott Matheny) shows his daughter his new "gadget," a home 

security camera situated on their suburban driveway. Later, it is revealed Rachel's office freak 

out was captured on CCTV footage , which adds to her hesitancy of her father's new camera. The 

haptic, affectionate "flecks of identity" all come together in her dream, which blends her real 

world with her memory world, or brain world for the sake of Pisters' argument. The VHS grain is 

a visual motif to signify the surveilled elements throughout the film. 

Pisters' element of "knowing before seeing" is something which pervades the whole of 

the film. The flashbacks are an obvious choice for this concept, as there is no narrative ground for 

them until at least halfway through the film , though I would argue we understand Rachel's brain 

world before anything of great narrative consequence occurs . The audience spends much of the 

screen time watching Rachel inhabit the spaces she is in, noticeably in a stagnant manner. Many 

of the shots are tableau-like and static , reflective of Rachel's non-changing life. Of note , the 

dinner scenes with her parents are claustrophobic . She is seated in between them, and everyone 

seems to be sitting on top of each other. She is often in a car, another enclosed space which 

allows her to travel but not interact with the real world. Her dream is mostly located within her 
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home; even her dreams cannot take her outside of her confined space. As mentioned before, 

nothing of great narrative significance occurs in these moments, however the visual tension adds 

a layer of drama or suspense to an otherwise tame moment, allowing the audience to speculate 

on Rachel's character and her life. 

Figments may also be read as the contemporary neurothriller equivalent to Carrie, further 

blending genres. In Carrie, the point of view is not only from the titular character, but from Sue 

Snell. She is a "good girl" who feels guilt for bullying Carrie and tries to make it right by asking 

her boyfriend Tommy to take Carrie to prom instead of her, as she was banned from attending 

after the incident in the opening scene. On the other hand, her friend Chris Hargensen feels the 

opposite way - instead of guilt, she feels anger and wants to exact revenge on Carrie for not 

being able to attend prom. She is the one who rigs up the pig's blood above the stage. Rachel 

may be read as the Sue Snell of Figments - she attempts to do right by the missing girl from high 

school, which catapults her memories into recalling Morgan's taunting of her, Morgan of course 

playing out as Chris. Amanda as Carrie, though not in present day as her classic counterpart, is 

caught up in a scheme which is larger than her not by her own will. Further, all actresses of 

Carrie and Figments have corresponding hair colors, which was unintentional on my part, but 

adds another layer to the homage. 

Overall, as a writer and director, I have taken pieces of her arguments which I felt fit into 

my original vision for the film and made them work for me. Without her writings as a guide, 

there would not be the dimensionality of the film as it exists now. The title Figments also came 

out of her writing - I am interested in exploring women's minds in particular. I felt Rachel's 

mind throughout the film could not delineate between what was real and what was not, leading 

her to follow the figments of her imagination. Ironically, the film was originally titled Figment, 
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singular; after a crew member made a typo in an email to me, addressing the film as Figments, 

plural, I realized it worked much better. It took more into account the complexity of the female 

brain and of what I wanted Rachel's character to be like. So, Figments became what it is now. 

While taking Pisters' work into account, I was allowed the creative space to explore the 

neurothriller as it applied to a production of my own making. 
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Conclusion 

As mentioned in this thesis, both opening scenes of Always Shine and Queen of Earth are 

comparable in terms of what they do for the rest of each respective film, and further, each scene 

alone exemplifies the neuro-image. The main tenants of the neuro-image and neurothriller are 

present in each sequence - as far as the ontology of the future Pisters proposes, Always Shine 

wrestles with past, present, and future within one scene, creating a more visceral opening which 

leads to speculation about the future of the two women leading the film, in turn creating suspense 

and paranoia. Queen ofEarth is full of grainy affection-images and levels of melodrama, making 

an already unsettling tone a quietly twisted one. Catherine crying during the opening credits "sets 

the tone well for the remainder of Perry's film. We don't ever see Catherine at such heightened 

levels of obvious despair again. But the agony, the paranoia, the sheer existential terror of grief 

becomes sublimated into the very style of the film," (Ebiri) which is to say Catherine's emotions 

or brain world inhabits every shot, edit, and performance action on screen. 

What does the effect of the neurothriller ultimately do to a spectator? Sue Thornham 

would say the spectator is offered "an identification with herself as image, or, more precisely, 

with 'a certain image of femininity,"' as a commodified good, which make her "an object of 

desire. Thus, the 'cinematic image for the woman is both shop window and mirror, the one 

simply a means of access to the other," again recalling the difference of space between "here" 

and "yonder" (Thornham 52). Further, this oft-recalled window is symbolic within melodrama, 

where "images of women looking through windows or waiting at windows abound. The window 

has special import in terms of the social and symbolic positioning of the woman - the window is 

the interface between inside and outside, the feminine space of the family and reproduction and 

the masculine space of production" (Doane 288) . Female spectators, at a base level, are looking 
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through the ultimate window of the film screen. It is no longer protective, but it is all 

encompassing, haptic, emotional. As Pisters writes, "We no longer look through characters' eyes; 

we experience their minds," (Pisters 306) which leads to a new level of empathetic or embodied 

spectatorship. 

Women know each other. Because of their lived experience and the hardship one may 

endure due to the "particular situation of women as conditioned by their sexist oppression in 

contemporary society," (Young 42) it is easier to assume the empathy which may be placed on a 

female protagonist on screen. Though there is not necessarily empirical evidence pointing to how 

women's brains react to a film, there is evidence for the human brain's reaction and empathy 

centers. Therefore, the argument that women may be better spectators for a neurothriller cannot 

be much further away from this fact. Young has a notion that "women in sexist society are 

physically handicapped," meaning as long as patriarchy is there to tie women down, "we are 

physically inhibited, confined, positioned, and objectified" (42). As recent political times have 

shown, women band together when the going gets tough. More than two million women 

worldwide marched in January 2017 in protest to the 45th American president's inauguration, 

demanding governmental, political, and societal action and change. I believe women not only 

come together on a larger scale, but in other, smaller spaces as well, such as the home. The 

common thought is that women are more in touch with their emotions than men. There are 

several factors which prove this within social theory, but there has yet to be experiential data to 

prove this on a scientific level. 

There is data on the spectatorship of a female film audience - the MPAA reported 

"women comprised of 50 percent of domestic movie audiences and bought 49 percent of the 

tickets," in 2017, which solidifies that women are a dependable market for film viewing (Rivkin) . 
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Pisters may argue this is due to the fact that women want an escape into another brain world , to 

feel something different for the duration of a feature length film. When a female spectator is 

watching Catherine cry, or Anna become jealous, she is not only sympathetic, but she is 

empathetic because she has been there. In that moment on screen, the female protagonist's brain 

is shared with the spectator, creating an ultimate neuro-image, the "warm bath" of emotion only 

achievable through the neurocinematic journey to the brain world of the female character. 
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