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The Indeterminate Status of the Audiovisual Experience
In recent years some scholars (including Miriam Bratu Hansen, Jennifer Baker, Christiane Voss, Francesco Casetti and Ruggero Eugeni) have focused on the concept of experience as the key to gaining a better understanding of production and reception in the cinema.
 The relevance of this concept derives on one hand from the increasing awareness of the limits of semiotic and hermeneutic approaches (both text-based); and on the other from a re-consideration of the history of film as an art form – a history which in our days seems to undergoing a major re-direction. In this paper I introduce a variant in the terminology, namely ”audiovisual experience”. There are two reasons for this: first of all, the further one gets from the traditional configuration of cinematic communication, the more the film appears as a particular case of an audiovisual experience that includes a variety of artifacts; and secondly, the ‘audiovisual’ epithet highlights the fact that from the early talkies (and even in silent movies) it was the audiovisual aspect that characterized this experience, presupposing a close inter-relation between image and sound. Together with other innovations, the cinema gave rise to a new type of receiver who we can refer to as an “audio-spectator” or “video-listener”. Such a figure had been anticipated by opera, in particular by Wagner’s conception of Wort-Ton-Drama. There is indeed one important point in Wagner’s drama theory which can be transferred into the context of electronic audiovisuals: the three elements forms a network, constantly referring one to another. However there is also in aspect which differs from Wagner: the function and the hierarchy of the three elements can not to be fixed in a definitive way, but vary in each specific work context – one could say that every new work is a re-definition of the network.
If experience is taken as the key category, the emphasis shifts from the text structure to the acts of consumption. The rationale for this change of perspective lies in the fact that film criticism, above all in France and Italy, developed and prospered as an extension of semiotics. Yet from a theoretical standpoint this shift has its shortcomings. The audiovisual experience takes shape precisely when a certain structure is deployed and “received”. The historical, social and geographical contexts obviously play an important role in shaping this experience of viewing and listening. However, it is restrictive to pursue a critical analysis while ignoring the fact that the text (and thus the dramaturgy implicit in the artifact) is indeed the starting point for this experience. To understand the nature of an experience that goes beyond an instantaneous subjective reaction, we have to ask whether it is legitimate to speak of an “audiovisual text”; the next task is to investigate how this text is constituted and structured. 

Cinema is a new art, the seventh art as Ricciotto Canudo dubbed it, combining the principles of all its predecessors. It owes this capacity for synthesis largely to the fact that from the outset it has drawn on both mechanical and electronic production means. The cinema is the first art of the electronic era; Marshall McLuhan described it as “the spectacular wedding of the old mechanical technology and the new electric world”
; Pierre Schaeffer classified it among the “arts relais”, the art forms intimately linked to technological reproduction.
 Cinema is an art that overcomes the traditional antitheses between representative and performative, spatial and temporal, autographic and allographic, autonomous and heteronomous. Such a synthesis has been made possible first and foremost by the technological resources which, from the double recording of the roll to digital data management, made it possible to construct unified textures of words, images and sounds. On a more theoretical level, one can see it as a result of that process of reciprocal convergence of the arts that Adorno called “interfraying” (Verfransung). The 20th century, initially in avant-garde and experimental circles, saw an increasing exchange of concepts and procedures among different art forms. Kandinsky’s abstract art was inspired by the concepts of harmony and counterpoint; Calder’s mobiles brought movement into sculpture (intrinsically a spatial and hence static art); the emancipation of timbre in music marked the intrusion of elements of painting; surrealist theatre and poésie sonore incorporated aspects of music into the verbal arts. These progressive breaches of the compartments separating the arts from one another went hand in hand with the evolution of the cinema. And it is no coincidence if Adorno saw montage as manifesting the “original phenomenon of interfraying”.
 
The most debated question about audiovisual texts is whether they are true reproductions of given realities, or new readings of real phenomena, or productions of new realities. The subtitle of one of the first influential books on this topic, Siegfried Kracauer’s Theory of Film: The Redemption of Physical Reality, seems to hint at the first possibility. But this is a misunderstanding, as Miriam Bratu Hansen clarified in her posthumous book Cinema and Experience. Kracauer meant neither a reproduction nor an imitation of the external world; he was rather thinking of the construction of a dream in which the objects of reality are re-configured in a kind of “non-subjective writing”. Such a dream-like situation – with its ambiguity, vagueness and enigmatic quality - gives rise to a typical hermeneutical circle: the author’s intention is merely the starting point of a through-composed artifact, a flexible semantic network in respect to which the receivers responses oscillate within a wide but finite framework. Each of those responses, far from capturing an “authentic” meaning, acts as a further impulse to reactivate the immanent forces of the network, to regenerate it. I’ll also take up two other strands from Bratu Hansen’s work: film as “temporalization of the image” (connected with the idea of “Grossrhythmus”, a sort of audiovisual hyperrhythm) and the extended version of the concept of montage. In several passages Bratu Hansen suggests that sound is a fundamental component of the filmic experience both in theory and in the actual deployment of that experience. Leonard Rosenman, one of the most innovative composers of film music, had already stretched the crucial role of music to “create a supra-reality, a condition wherein the elements of literary naturalism are perceptually altered”.
   
In his recent book Ruggero Eugeni maintains that the concept of text “does not make it possible to give a full account either of the sensible, emotive dimension of such phenomena or of the distinctions and relations between the significant materials and social practices that characterize them”.
 This seems to me a restrictive view of the text, which may have predominated for a time in semiotics but which is extraneous to hermeneutics. The latter discipline has always insisted that reading is indeed preceded by the expectation of sense and a sort of pre-comprehension of the text; the following statement of Hans-Georg Gadamer may enlighten this point: “Whether through orality or writing, the comprehension of the text is dependent on the communicative conditions which, as such, go beyond the contents of sense established by what is actually said”.
 The most evident symptom of the persistence of the relationship between text and receiver in the multimedial environment is represented by the discourse about the filmic work. The urge to communicate verbally the impressions, that most audio-spectators feel after having watched a movie, is an evident proof of the tendency of the filmic experience to turn into language. We can describe this twist in hermeneutic terms as the prolonging in the Lebenswelt of a meaningful perspective which is outlined in the audiovisual text and is intensively felt in the moment of perception. Meaning does not have life or validity by virtue of its simple presence as a sign, but only when it is articulated in a discourse. There is always an autonomous sphere in which the contemplation of the signs goes over to the objectivation of meaning, a place in which positions are presented and submitted to discussion; thus, objectivation implies a transfer into the public arena of discourse.
This consideration rules out the idea of an immediate experience, an alternative mode of reception which, as Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht and Erika Fischer-Lichte argued, should take the place of the comprehension process.
 Opening an ongoing debate on aesthetic experience, Rüdiger Bubner pointed out that “pure intuition (vision, Anschauung), embracing everything, is only appearance; its iridescent nature always triggers reflection”.
 The emotional environment is a decisive factor in the reception process: it plays a role both before and after the analytical investigation. It has to do with time: the time inherent to the work and the time of individual lives. In this respect, analysis can be considered as a procedure “out of time”: it presupposes a suspension of time and a certain grade of abstraction (symbols with only residual emotion).  It is important to emphasize that structural analysis is not a mechanical operation, as if merely following correct procedures will always guarantee a specific outcome. It is itself part of the fluid hermeneutic process. As Iser said: “Structural analysis of the literary text therefore makes possible an intersubjective and plausible description of the composition of the subject matter; it also facilitates description of the production of meaning.”
 
Now, how can the levels of an audiovisual text be described? If we look at it from a more theoretical perspective, we can distinguish three dimensions: image, word and sound. These dimensions correspond to the operative fields of the figurative arts, literature and music. Miriam Bratu Hansen defined them as “materials of expression”, accentuating the fact that they constitute the basic materials with which the authors of audiovisual works operate; the concept of “material” maintains here the historical inflection given to it by Adorno. Some scholars define them as media and consequently trace the term ‘multimedia’ back to the encounter and mixture of such ‘media’. I do not agree with this approach, preferring to use the term ‘medium’ to define the means through which artists organize those materials in a totality endowed with a structure. However, if we put an audiovisual work under a more technological light, we have to infer that there are only two dimensions – image and sound – which are well represented in the double recording of the roll of the analogical age. The word has a double status: it can be the object of visual apprehension (as a written text) or belong to the realm of sound (the voices of the actors). This technological perspective on the structure of the audiovisual text also helps to clarify the complexity of the sound construction: as musicians well know from electronic music, the work of mixing the sounds can be seen as a kind of “vertical montage”. In short, we can speak about two kinds of montage: the conventional ‘horizontal’ and the ‘vertical’ one, a notion which is crucial for the construction of the sound profile but can also be projected into a wider context as simultaneity of image and sound in any given frame. Thus the construction of an audiovisual text can be traced back to a single activity: montage. 
This acquisition throws light on another key question, which has been at the center of the debates on film music since the seminal analyses of Eisenstein: can we find an alternative to the antithesis of ‘parallelism’ and ‘counterpoint’? Michel Chion, Nicholas Cook and Claudia Gorbman clearly perceived how  this dualism has reduced the analytical and hermeneutical perspective: Chion proposed the idea of a “contract” between the media; Cook defined the same relationship as “negotiation”; Gorbman spoke of a “mutual implication”.
 I think that, here too, the theoretical field can be simplified into a single activity of synchronization, a term which refers to what Miriam Bratu Hansen labels as “temporalization of the image” or “Grossrhythmus”. This  shows a commonality with the musical practice which goes beyond the metaphorical level: time is composed in a very concrete way. The “temporalization of the image”, enhancing it with motion, juxtaposing it with other images and superposing it with sound – i.e. the construction of a double regime of time (succession and inner time) - modulates the experiential field and creates the condition for a specific experience, which can’t be reduced to the image itself or the sum of the images seen. From the musical realm we are familiar with the following types of time: fast or slow tempo, metrical or a-metrical time, continuous or variable time; polyrhythm and superposed meter. The working out of moving images is characterized by similar criteria: a static image, a moving object or person, a plurality of movements. The motion of the camera and the montage may add further temporal features; for example the acceleration or ralenti of a shot is a means which gives a particular stylistic mark to Koyaanisquatsi, a film produced in 1983 by Francis Ford Coppola involving the collaboration of director Godfrey Reggio, composer Philip Glass and cameraman Ron Fricke.
Any discussion of audiovisual experience is based on the premise that it is a specific experience originating in the encounter with the material dimensions. Thus one has to postulate an experience that marks a diversity vis à vis ordinary experience, inasmuch as it concerns artifacts that are programmed for an aesthetic reception. At the same time, however, this experience shows particular features which are absent in the experiences that characterize the reception of other arts. We have then to ask whether the audiovisual experience implies a negation of, or at least a distancing from, what modernism has defined aesthetic experience. The philosophical discussion developed in different ways in the continental phenomenology and hermeneutics (Roman Ingarden, Mikel Dufrenne, Antonio Banfi, Hans Georg Gadamer, Paul Ricoeur, Hans Robert Jauss, Wolfgang Iser) and among North-American scholars (John Dewey, Monroe Beardsley and Richard Shusterman) can serve as a background for our investigation. The prevailing conception among the continental thinkers is that the aesthetic experience is a communicative process engaging two subjects –  text and reader – with a circular movement of question and answer from one to the other. In a 1979 essay “On reading buildings and paintings” Gadamer argued that the dialogic mode of reading can be extended to the figurative arts. “They have to be read with all the anticipations and cross-references, increasing articulation, and segmentations, so that at the end of this reading act the creation, with all its richness and articulation, is recomposed in the unity of an assertion”.
 In the non-verbal arts we are also confronted with “figures of sense” that cannot be fixed as objective data but “catch” us in their irradiation of meaning. 
Empathy (or emotive identification, as Jauss referred to it) is the initial stage of a hermeneutic process which takes place at various levels of comprehension and reflection. In other words: there is a dialectic between the sensible and the rational, two elements which come by the end of the process to be inter-locking and indistinguishable.
 Nonetheless the instantaneity and intensity, the overwhelming impetus, the moment of shock of the audiovisual experience seem to rule out the possibility of setting up such a circuit between psycho-physical impressions and mental re-elaborations. Francesco Casetti has remarked that the “an-aesthetic” character of the cinema risks compromising the “aesthetic” moment. Furthermore the close link with the market formed by first the cinema and then the multimedia arts has consolidated a power of manipulation that many see as incompatible with that free interplay of sentiment and reason which lies at the heart of the aesthetic experience. Adorno indentified the cinema as the “central sector” of the cultural industry, where the production process is completely identified with the technological procedures. On the other hand, as Miriam Bratu Hansen noted, the later texts of the German philosopher admit the possibility that a new handling of audiovisual technology could lead to another assessment of film: it can become an extraordinary point of observation of cognitive and imaginative processes. However, it is not easy to establish a precise boundary between audiovisual texts determinate for an aesthetic reception and those which are produced for commercial goals. A concomitant phenomenon of the process of “interfraying” is the lost of autonomy of the artistic production; in audiovisual texts, this is compensated by the unconditioned emergence of the semantic background of the musical sound with all its appellative qualities.     
This situation can be seen as less critical when one bears in mind that in recent decades philosophy has begun to distance the aesthetic experience from the work of art. Although the first attempts at theorizing aesthetic experience coincided with the rise of bourgeois society, its kernel does not consist in any emphatic assertion of the “work” or the “author”, but rather in a process involving an object with specific features and a subject that, thanks to this encounter, re-interprets its own everyday experience and reorganizes its Lebenswelt. This view is developed in John Dewey’s theory of art. Dewey sought to integrate the aesthetic experience in the general context of human experience, as opposed to an élitist and exclusive concept of art as, so that its value lies not in the artifact per se but in the experiences deriving from its production and reception. If one accepts this desacralised (post-auratic) version of the aesthetic experience, then the audiovisual experience can be integrated into it. It is essential for it to have metabolized the loss of autonomy of artistic production, which moreover has come increasingly to be seen as a construct of the aesthetic theory of a specific period. In this way, the audiovisual experience can be integrated in the complex network that Richard Shusterman has postulated in several essays in order to circumscribe a realm of social action which has to do with a playful unfolding of human capacities but is free from obligations to any given work of art.
 At the same time, although reduced to these terms, this kind of experience nonetheless seeks to maintain its scope of liberty and meaningfulness, its character of “distinction” vis-à-vis the commercial handling of symbols with which we are familiar in everyday life. In his intervention in the debate, Christoph Menke insisted on reflectivity as a condition sine qua non of aesthetic experience, a feature which marks a substantial difference towards ordinary experience; however he did not deny its involvement in ordinary forms of comprehension and representation: the reflective conception “claims […] that the aesthetic is different from the ordinary by making apparent a difference in the ordinary: the other of the ordinary in the ordinary”.
 This statement seems to outline a philosophical background particularly favorable for the questions we have dealt with so far; at the same time it is further evidence of the indeterminate status of the audiovisual experience.
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