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Art Moods and Human  
Moods in Narrative Cinema

Carl Plantinga

Orson Welles’s Touch of Evil (1958) is a particularly moody film 
noir, even by the standards of this deeply atmospheric genre. 
Based on the novel Badge of Evil, by Whit Masterson, the film 

centers on police captain Hank Quinlan (Orson Welles), whose cor-
rupt methods are exposed by honest Mexican detective Ramon “Mike” 
Vargas (Charlton Heston). Inspired by Vargas’s square-jawed honesty, 
Captain Quinlan’s best friend, Pete, frames him. Near the end of the 
narrative, Quinlan shoots and mortally wounds Pete, but before Pete 
dies, he shoots Quinlan to prevent the captain from killing Vargas. 
Quinlan ends his days floating face up on the trash-strewn surface of 
an industrial waste pond. 

Touch of Evil provides viewers with the sense of a bleak and troubled 
world. The film’s setting, a dismal border town surrounded by rusty oil 
wells and twisted skeletons of abandoned machinery, frames the confu-
sions and ambiguities that the narrative displays—the fuzzy boundaries 
between good and evil, the love of justice and venal narcissism, the 
Hispanic Vargas and the Caucasian wife Susie (Janet Leigh), and inno-
cence and corruption. Touch of Evil gives viewers a dark sense not merely 
of blurred boundaries and ambiguity, but of decay and decline. At the 
film’s end the corrupt police captain is dead, but there is no celebration 
of the triumph of good over evil. Instead, Vargas and Susie hurriedly 
climb into their convertible and, to use a cliché from another popular 
movie genre, get the hell out of Dodge. 

In the case of Touch of Evil, what lingers in memory is the mood of the 
film, or more broadly, the affective character of the complex of images, 
sounds, and fictional events and beings that allows for the unique expe-
rience the film offers. What makes an impression are the bleak events 
of the narrative, the clipped “tough-guy” speech of the characters, and 
the film’s pessimistic tone. Viewing Quinlan lying dead in the oily water, 
Tanya (Marlene Dietrich) quips, “What does it matter what you say about 
people?” The film’s narrative events unfold mostly in nighttime scenes, 
often lit by the undulating glow of neon lights, always low key with deep 
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shadows. Also memorable is the camera work featuring unbalanced 
compositions, canted and extreme high and low angles, and swooping, 
sometimes even alarming, camera movements, all designed to suggest 
unrest and ambiguity (and to reflexively remind the audience of the 
showman-director’s unseen presence). The overall effect is to envelop 
the sordid story events within an affective experience that is, arguably, 
fitting or congruent with the film’s content and themes. 

In Touch of Evil and other films, mood is clearly central to understand-
ing and appreciation. Yet workaday definitions of mood in film and 
literature are vague at best. Most of us think of the mood of a narra-
tive as its atmosphere, but it is also common to describe the mood of 
a work as the complex of emotions it seems to express or embody. But 
atmospheres are not emotions, and neither are moods, exactly. Moods 
in narrative cinema strongly relate to most of the interesting questions 
critics and scholars want to ask—about aesthetics, ideology, and morality. 
Yet most of us have only a vague notion of what “art” moods are and 
how they function in a work. 

This essay examines the usefulness of the concept of mood in study-
ing the emotional impact of film. It argues that mood is central to the 
experience of film, and that an understanding of mood in film is vital 
to film criticism, interpretation, and analysis. I claimed above that Touch 
of Evil provides viewers with a “dark sense” of “decay and decline,” but 
I also maintain that the film does not necessarily put viewers into a bad 
mood. After all, some viewers enjoy the film a good deal, and presumably 
this enjoyment stems from reasons other than being made to feel awful. 
A first step in understanding the workings of mood is to distinguish art 
moods, or in other words, the “affective character” of films, from the 
human moods that films have the capacity to evoke. After describing 
three ways that films can evoke moods in viewers, the essay shows how 
moods can strongly influence the viewer’s thought and perception, and 
maintains that moods thus play a central role in the aesthetics of film. 
Along the way I will distinguish between key components of the affective 
experience of films—mood, emotion, reflex responses, thinking, affect, 
synesthetic affect, etc.—and show how mood fits into an overall theory 
of affect at the movies. 

Affect and Cinema

The turn to the study of affect in film and literary studies has firmly 
taken hold, and although the call of the New Critics for close readings 
has remained influential, the suggestion that such readings must bracket 
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cultural, psychological, and moral considerations is no longer tenable. 
In their essay “The Intentional Fallacy,” Wimsatt and Beardsley famously 
maintain that the literary critic should distinguish the poem from its 
results, and argue that the results (affective responses in this case) are 
not the proper object of criticism. Rather, at most the critic ought to 
recognize objective correlatives, or in other words, the objective features 
of the text—the elicitors of affect.1 This essay will argue that interpretation 
and analysis should search for “objective correlatives” when the scholar 
engages in “reverse engineering,” whereby one attempts to explain why 
films are designed the way they are, and the choices filmmakers have 
made to shape audience response to films.2 Yet to ignore the affective 
experience that films elicit would be to miss one of the chief functions 
of narrative cinema, and would compromise our understanding of the 
place of the narrative arts in human life and culture. 

Film scholars have long recognized the importance of affect in narra-
tive cinema. The most enduring approach has been to understand the 
experience of films through the lens of intuitive or “folk” psychology. 
When Robin Wood describes the moral psychology of the films of Alfred 
Hitchcock in his 1965 Hitchcock’s Films, or when V. F. Perkins writes of 
“participant observers” in his 1972 book, Film as Film: Understanding and 
Judging Movies, both writers appeal to an intuitive sense of how viewers 
think and respond; they employ a “common sense” psychology.3 Such 
appeals to a common response can be criticized for their presumption 
of one universal response among diverse viewers. Yet at their best such 
works identify the responses purportedly intended by filmmakers rather 
than the actual responses of viewers. They make psychological assump-
tions in understanding and interpreting the films similar to those made by 
the filmmakers in creating them. They appeal to mutual understandings 
of how the minds of viewers function—how to interpret the behavior of 
characters in relation to intentions and desires, and how viewers respond 
to various narrative situations. This shared sense of human psychology, 
together with knowledge of the conventions of storytelling, filmmak-
ing, and spectatorship, allows such scholars to argue for the intended 
functions of this or that narrative turn, this or that film technique. This 
sort of criticism and interpretation, assuming what I call the “filmmaker-
audience loop,” is still very common, and is used to some extent in even 
the most rigorous theories of viewer response.4

The psychoanalytic film theory that found favor in the 1970s was 
thought to replace such notions of common sense with a “deep” psy-
chology that saw the workings of affect as hidden in the recesses of the 
unconscious mind and rooted in pleasure and desire. Christian Metz, 
for example, posited identification as the primary emotive effect of film. 
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Identifying with the camera—primary identification—reminds viewers of 
their earliest childhood experiences of wholeness, while the male spec-
tator’s secondary identification with characters leads, as Laura Mulvey 
claimed, to fetishism or castration anxiety, for example, and works in 
tandem with primary identification to produce classical cinema’s ideo-
logical effects.5 Even if one accepts the basic tenets of psychoanalytic 
film theory, however, it is difficult to see how it might apply to studies 
of mood in cinema. Psychoanalytic theory talks of pleasure and desire 
rather than mood and emotion.6 One might legitimately assume that 
the feelings of wholeness engendered by primary identification, for ex-
ample, could be associated with pleasant moods. There is no mechanism 
in psychoanalytic film theory, however, to link the supposed workings 
of the unconscious mind with the phenomenology of a conscious ex-
perience such as a mood. Moreover, psychoanalysis tended to describe 
the contours of broad spectatorial processes and was less successful in 
identifying particular emotions and moods in relation to the diverse 
styles and genres of narrative cinema.

The approach to film and mood taken in this essay emerges from 
cognitive film theory, which after the eclipse of psychoanalysis has be-
come one of the primary approaches to the study of affect in film, and 
more generally, to the psychology of film viewing.7 An interdisciplinary 
approach, cognitive film theory spans film and media studies, aesthetics, 
psychology, and neuroscience. Despite the inevitable differences between 
disciplines, however, most cognitive theorists agree that the viewer’s af-
fective experience is not merely an epiphenomenon, but is central to 
film spectatorship, criticism, and analysis. The affective dimensions of the 
work, in other words, not only enable the reader/viewer to understand 
it, but the provision of that affective experience is itself fundamental 
to the work’s purpose. Moreover, that affective experience is centrally 
implicated in the meaning, theme, ideology, and moral implications of 
a work.8 

Mood in Cinema

How does mood fit into this affective experience at the cinema? 
Among cognitive theories of affect in film, Greg M. Smith’s pioneering 
“mood cue” approach goes the furthest to reserve a place for mood in 
film criticism and analysis. Smith claims that the “primary emotive ef-
fect of film is to create mood.”9 In relation to emotions, Smith writes, 
moods are relatively long lasting and lacking in intensity. I may become 
angry for a brief time when in Touch of Evil Quinlan has Susie Vargas 
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kidnapped, but the entire film, from start to finish, is suffused with a 
mood of anxious foreboding. To prepare for the elicitation of brief and 
intense emotions, filmmakers create an “orienting emotional state,” a 
“predisposition that makes it more likely that we will experience emo-
tion.”10 For Smith, this is what a mood is. Smith describes these orienting 
affective states, or moods, as cheerful, suspenseful, comic, fearful, and 
embarrassed, for example. 

Smith’s mood-cue approach leaves some questions unanswered, how-
ever. In its favor it recognizes that narrative films, like literary narratives, 
envelop narrative events in an affective experience that permeates the 
fictional world of the work. In Touch of Evil we could describe this as 
dark, foreboding, anxious, and unbalanced. Musicals such as Singin’ in 
the Rain (1952), on the other hand, set their events in an ebullient tenor 
so powerfully sunny that not even a sudden rainstorm can drench it. 
The questions surface when we notice the description of these moods 
as orienting “emotional” states—as suspenseful or embarrassed, for 
example. This causes one to wonder how moods differ from emotions. 
This is doubly true when we recognize that moods are not necessarily 
long lasting or of low intensity, nor are emotions necessarily brief and 
intense. Thus my account of mood in cinema both expands on Smith’s 
account and differs with it in two ways. First, I argue that the orienting 
emotional states of which Smith writes are not just moods, but can be a 
combination of moods, emotions, and/or felt physiological responses. 
Second, it is true that moods can influence the viewer to have certain 
emotions, but the reverse is also true. Having an emotion can lead to 
having a mood. 

The question thus raised is how to distinguish moods from other af-
fects such as emotions. Emotions, to my mind, are best thought of as 
“concern-based construals.”11 We have an emotion when we construe or 
appraise a situation in relation to our concerns. For example, imagine 
that Mary notes that her spouse is talking with an attractive woman; Mary 
becomes jealous because she construes that her spouse is attracted to 
this woman. Her concern is to preserve the exclusive romantic attach-
ment of her spouse. To take another example, John watches the scene in 
Touch of Evil in which Pete is wearing a concealed microphone to record 
Quinlan making an incriminating statement. Quinlan becomes suspi-
cious of Pete, however, leading the viewer, John, to become suspenseful. 
John’s construal is that in the world of the film, Pete is likely to be found 
out, and thus both his life and the investigation are in danger. John’s 
concern is for Pete’s safety and that Quinlan be caught and punished for 
his crimes. We often say that emotions have both objects and reasons. 
I am afraid of a threatening mountain lion—the object of my fear. I 
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have fear for a reason; the mountain lion threatens me. The object of 
an emotion need not be a physical object; it is sometimes fictional or 
imagined, an idea or concern about a future possibility.

Moods differ from emotions in various regards. A mood is a more 
diffuse experience than an emotion. It is often said that moods have 
causes but not reasons. I may be in a sad or depressed mood without 
any clear initiating event and for no apparent reason. While my mood is 
caused by various factors (some of them unknown), I may not be able to 
give a reason for my mood. In contrast, my experience of the emotion 
of joy in relation to a friend’s good fortune has a clear reason. Moods 
are also thought to be objectless. While my friend’s good fortune is the 
object of my joy, my good mood (on another occasion) may have no 
apparent object; I just find myself contented and happy. In relation to 
emotions, moods may have a diffuse or somewhat ambiguous quality. 

In relation to film and affect, we should distinguish both emotions 
and moods from reflex responses and felt physiological effects. Film 
is a particularly sensual medium with the capacity to affect spectators 
in direct ways through the perceptual qualities of images and sounds. 
Through “audio entrainment,” for example, rhythmic music and sound 
can literally speed up or slow down the physiology of the listener, while 
various sorts of apparent movement on the screen generate primitive 
responses such as recoiling, flinching, or (in the cases of predictable, 
soothing movement) relaxing.12

Moods, emotions, and felt body responses comprise the affective di-
mension of film. Moods and emotions are both expressed and evoked in 
film, while body responses are merely evoked. A film makes you flinch, 
but it doesn’t express flinching. On the other hand, a film may both 
evoke and express sadness, anxiety, or exuberance. Emotions, moods, 
and felt body responses all relate to what we might loosely call thinking. 
The viewer’s cognitive activity may sometimes run independent of affec-
tive experience, but generally both cognition and affect work together 
in a holistic and mutually dependent interplay, as I will demonstrate 
further below.

The essential point is that mood, emotion, felt body responses, and 
cognition work together in the film viewing experience. A well-made 
film sometimes reinforces congruent effects, or else aims to create af-
fective incongruities or frictions for various purposes. The ultimate goal 
of the critic is to understand and characterize both the working of the 
film and its intended effects—the thinking and affect that a film elicits 
for audiences who allow its charms to do their work. How does mood 
fit into the affective experience of the cinema?

After differentiating between moods, emotions, and reflex responses, 
we come to the distinction between art moods and human moods. People 
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have moods, but strictly speaking, narrative films do not. When we say 
that a film is sad or anxious or exhuberant, we speak metaphorically. A 
human mood is a discrete mental and bodily state. To claim that a film 
has a mental or bodily state would be wrong because, obviously enough, 
a film has no mind or body. As an audiovisual display, it can be used to 
elicit actual moods in spectators, but literally speaking, it cannot have 
human moods itself. In film and literature, the “mood” of a work is 
rather the affective character or tone of the film. A film’s art mood is 
an amalgam of affective “charges” or elicitors that together characterize 
the overall experience of the work. Terrence Malick’s The Thin Red Line 
(1998), for example, mixes incongruent affects for thematic purposes, 
eliciting both horror and disgust at the repugnance of war and awe and 
wonder at the beauties of nature. The mood of the film, described at the 
global level, is its affective character, a character that may elicit moods 
in viewers but does not itself qualify as a human mood.13 Another way 
to think of this distinction is as follows. Art moods are expressions of 
affects, but they are not themselves affects. Art moods are not human 
moods, but rather potential elicitors of human moods. 

The distinction is necessary but sometimes confusing. We use the same 
word to describe both human and art moods, and critics often run the 
two meanings together, assuming that a film’s affective character, its art 
mood, automatically evokes a corresponding human mood. The film 
viewer can recognize the sad character of a film, however, without being 
in a sad mood. A sad film may well fail to elicit sadness, while an upbeat 
film may fail to get me out of my funk. The art mood of a film does not 
necessarily elicit a human mood in the viewer, though it certainly can 
under some circumstances, as I will argue below.

Human moods tend to be long lasting and somewhat intractable, 
but narrative films may alternate moods abruptly. In Alain Resnais’s 
underappreciated Providence (1977), we meet an elderly writer played by 
John Gielgud, struggling through a night of pain, angst, and insomnia, 
all the while imagining his family in various encounters born of his bit-
terness, grief, and anxiety. The first seventy-five minutes of the film are 
true first-person cinema, and the mood is anxious, tortured, cynical, 
and uncomfortable. Then daybreak arrives, and Resnais introduces us 
to the man’s family and the world, for the first time, through the lens 
of an objective narration. We learn that the sun does shine, the birds do 
in fact sing, and the family members treat their obstreperous patriarch 
with seemingly undeserved kindness and sensitivity. The mood at the 
film’s end suggests grace, beauty, and peace. 

While human moods are often discrete, art moods in narratives are 
often presented in a constantly evolving mix with surprising juxtaposi-
tions. Genre experimentation may call for innovative uses of style and 
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affect, as I mentioned in regard to The Thin Red Line, which twists the war 
film genre. Genre films may create predicable moods, for example, the 
sunny exuberance and good cheer of the Hollywood musical. Thus the 
use of low-key lighting and the generally anxious mood of the musicals 
Moulin Rouge! (2001) and Chicago (2002) are innovative. Art films may 
withhold the conventions of genre altogether, and this extends to their 
often less predictable expressions of mood. 

From the standpoint of film analysis, an obvious characteristic of art 
moods is that they are designed for aesthetic effects. Since affective 
response is in part determined by association and memory, cinematic 
conventions play a significant role in establishing response patterns in 
cinema distribution and exhibition. Art moods, as a feature of art works, 
are manipulated, exaggerated, truncated, distorted, and mixed for vari-
ous purposes. The extent to which an art mood elicits affect is partly a 
function of human psychology, but always in relation to the history of 
cinematic and cultural convention as it relates to audience reception. 

Art Moods as Affective Character

With the distinction between art moods and human moods in mind, 
we can further explore the nature of art moods, and then further be-
low their relationship to human moods. The mood of a film, then, is 
something like its “character,” or at least those aspects of its character 
that are suffused with affect, that have an emotional tone or feel. The 
character of a work, of course, arises from the amalgam of elements that 
make up the whole. The discrete elements of a work of art themselves 
have what philosopher O. K. Bouwsma calls a “character”:

The zig-zag line has character and the wavy line has character. Each letter of 
the alphabet is a character, but also has character. The number tokens, 1 2 
3 4 5 6 7 8 9—each has its character. In the same way sounds have character 
. . . . You might say that if some dancing master were to arrange a dance for 
each of the numbers, you might see how a dance for the number one would 
not do at all for number five. Or again if the numbers were to be dressed in 
scarfs, again a certain color and a certain flimsy material would do for six but 
would not suit five at all.14

If lines, letters, and numbers have character, so do images and 
sounds—images of smiling clowns and parched deserts, of the elegant 
movement of a dancer through space or the sly wink of the eye, the 
sound of a soaring aria sung by a soprano in an empty warehouse, or 
the grating of heavy metal being dragged along cement. Each of a film’s 



463art moods and human moods in narrative cinema

elements has a discrete character that, when perceived, bears an affec-
tive charge. The mood of a film is the affective character that emerges 
from the combination of its elements. 

The qualia or “feelings” associated with moods are as diverse as hu-
man experience itself, and capable of limitless combinations. Thus it is 
often difficult to describe moods precisely in language. The “heresy of 
paraphrase” reminds us that verbal descriptions of the affective tenor of 
a film—its “feel”—cannot substitute for the real thing. Yet good criticism 
must suggest mood nonetheless, and the best critics give this task their 
best shot. Thus Kent Jones, in Film Comment, describes Terrence Malick’s 
The Tree of Life (2011) as “both an ecstatic inventory of wonders and a 
symphony of unending transformation, in which the short-circuiting 
of control triggers surrender, curiosity blooms into destruction, and—
movingly—cruelty gives way to grace.”15 Similarly, Anthony Lane of the 
New Yorker writes of the setting of The Tree of Life in relation to its mood: 

The film was shot largely in the town of Smithville, although we see a truck with 
the words “City of Waco” on its side. That is almost the only traffic; children play, 
unthreatened, on tranquil streets, under skies of perpetual balm. . . . Neither 
of the parents earns a first name, and, like many of Malick’s dramatis personae, 
they feel at once solid and ungraspable. The mother, with her Pre-Raphaelite 
copper hair, is little short of an angel—at one point, she dances on air, like Wi-
nona Ryder at the end of Beetlejuice. . . . The father works at a local factory, but 
Malick chooses, again, not to bother us with details. Of more concern to him 
is what O’Brien could have done: he plays the piano at home and the organ in 
church, and he puts on Brahms’s Fourth Symphony during supper. We are left 
with a sorrowful sense of wrong turnings taken, never to be retraced.16

Jones’s and Lane’s descriptive prose is designed not only to provide 
narrative information, but to draw attention to mood and feeling. 
Thus Jones writes of ecstatic transformation and the moving turn from 
cruelty to grace, while Lane refers to characters that feel “at once solid 
and ungraspable,” to “a sorrowful sense,” and to tranquility and “skies 
of perpetual balm.” Like the fiction writer, the critic suggests moods by 
describing the affective charges or feeling tones of a scene and/or the 
cognitive states such moods foster. 

In Lane’s passage one should note the ambiguity of “the sorrowful 
sense of wrong turnings taken.” Is this sorrowful sense an element of 
the affective character of the scene or a description of the response of 
the viewer? Is Lane claiming that the attentive, competent, or sensitive 
viewer will, upon watching the scene, have a sorrowful sense? We should 
first note that having a sense of the film’s sorrowful content is different 
than actually being in a sorrowful mood. The viewer can sense the sorrow 
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here, and the scene might even provide something of the phenomeno-
logical feel of sorrow. Yet to say the scene puts me in a sorrowful mood 
is a much stronger claim than to say that it provides a “sense” of sorrow. 
However we interpret Lane’s passage, however, this is a good example 
of the difficulty of disentangling art moods from human moods; critics 
often write as though the one implies the other. My distinction between 
art moods and human moods denies this equivalence.

Evoking Human Moods

The art mood of a film, then, is something like the affect-laden aspect 
of its character. But can a film elicit moods in the spectator? In other 
words, can the affective character of a film elicit actual moods in viewers? 
Does a sad film make us sad, or an anxious film make us anxious? The 
causes of human moods are diverse and somewhat mysterious; moods can 
be caused by factors internal to the person or by characteristics of the 
environment. We have long known that various perceptual experiences 
can influence our moods. We know that color has effects on people, 
for example. We also have a degree of control over our own moods and 
those of others. Listeners manage their moods through their choice of 
music, and commercial enterprises have spent fortunes attempting to 
manage the moods of consumers through background music. 

If music by itself can influence mood, then it seems clear that narrative 
cinema, which typically employs music as one instrument among many 
in its expressive toolkit, can do so as well. Narrative films induce hu-
man moods in at least three ways: by eliciting emotions, by highlighting 
“qualities” of form and content associated with particular moods, and by 
encouraging cognition or “cognitive styles” associated with moods. In the 
mood-cue approach to film discussed previously, Greg M. Smith argues 
that moods are orienting emotional states that prepare the viewer for 
certain emotions. But the reverse is also true; emotions elicited in film 
viewing may prepare the viewer for and can themselves elicit moods. 
As described above, films elicit emotions when they lead spectators to 
construe narrative events in relation to their concerns. In Malick’s The 
Tree of Life, the domineering Mr. O’Brien departs on a business trip, 
leaving Mrs. O’Brien and her sons in a state of ecstatic, exuberant joy 
in their newfound (and temporary) freedom. For the spectator this may 
lead to emotions such as relief and happiness. Whatever the emotion 
elicited, two elements of emotion are central to their capacity to evoke 
moods. The first is that emotions themselves have moods, or in other 
words, have a character.17 We describe joy as sunny, light, and carefree, 
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while grief is dark, heavy, and burdensome. Thus the spectator’s sadness 
may lead to a dark and troubling mood, and her happiness to a light 
and carefree mood. An experienced emotion will not necessarily evoke 
an associated mood, but in conjunction with music, cinematography, 
and other elicitors, it will tend to do so. 

Emotions also have a tendency to linger, leaving a physiological and 
cognitive residue that may lead to the evocation of mood. This tendency 
of emotion to contribute to subsequent moods or emotions has been 
called the “spillover effect,” “emotional spillover,” and in social science 
terminology, “excitation transfer.”18 The most talented filmmakers are 
sensitive to interconnected emotions and moods, and to their temporal 
nature. As an emotion dissipates, it leaves behind its traces as experi-
enced in mood. Thus a sudden felicitous event may bring short-term 
surprise and an elated happiness, and as the strength of the emotions 
dissipates, eventually give way to a low-level cheerfulness, a result of 
lingering physiological effects and the cognitive supposition that, for 
the time being, “all is well.”

One way that narrative cinema can evoke moods, then, is by eliciting 
emotions. But there is a second way; this is for the filmmaker to represent 
and express affectively charged “qualities” through form and content.19 
We tend to associate moods with such qualities; the art mood is comprised 
of these qualities. A happy mood is bright, light, lively, carefree, ascend-
ing, etc. A sad mood is dark, heavy, slow, burdened, descending. The 
filmmaker can present a story in such a way that it provides affectively 
charged reactions, and these affectively charged sensations are sugges-
tive of, and may elicit, human moods. For example, the film noir may 
set the scene in the city late at night, the empty streets deserted and 
the rain falling, a few figures huddled in isolated doorways—all sugges-
tive of darkness, wetness, coldness, and loneliness. On the soundtrack 
are the strains of melancholy music, together with the faint sounds of 
a quarreling couple in some nearby apartment. 

Filmmakers have assumed from the beginning of film history that 
music was necessary to express and affect mood. In 1924, before the 
coming of sound film, Erno Rapee published Motion Picture Moods for 
Pianists and Organists: A Rapid Reference Collection of Selected Pieces Adapted to 
Fifty-two Moods and Situations. These moods and situations were identified 
with titles such as “Wedding,” “Sinister,” “Chase,” and “Oriental.” In the 
sound era, many famous movie scores later became mood music favorites, 
including “Fascination” from Billy Wilder’s Love in the Afternoon (1957) 
and “Moon River” from Blake Edwards’s Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1961). If 
a film production could not afford a composer to write original music, 
libraries of recorded mood music became a quick and easy way to find the 
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right music for the right mood, cataloguing the musical pieces by mood 
and situation, such as “Industrial,” “Sea Atmospheres,” “Hurly-Burly,” 
and “Hazy Morning.”20 But music is merely the most obvious means of 
affecting mood. The complex nature of filmic expression, combining 
images, sounds, and language as it does, allows for potentially limitless 
experimentation in this regard, through combinations of subject matter, 
framing, camera angle, camera movement, subject movement, lighting, 
editing, sound effects, music, acting, dialogue, and production design, 
each element being associated with particular qualities.

One might legitimately ask what the difference is between the elicita-
tion of an emotion and of an affect associated with a quality, as I have 
called it. The distinction between affects and emotions often goes some-
thing like the following.21 Emotions are one type of affect, distinguished 
from “lower” responses by a cognitive component. Affective responses 
to “qualities” such as swooping camera movements, bright colors, or the 
warm smile of an attractive face, for example, are automatic bodily re-
sponses (even if they were initially learned through association), whereas 
emotions, as “concern based construals,” are intentional mental states 
accompanied by various bodily effects. Affects would include the startle 
response, reflex responses, giddiness, and a generalized sense of well-
being. Moods are affects, though more difficult to elicit than some affects 
such as startle responses. Emotions, on the other hand, are intentional 
states. They express a perceived relationship between a person and her 
or his environment, and have a stronger cognitive component than af-
fects.22 My jealously is an intentional mental state, for example, but the 
itchy feeling on my right foot is not. Affective responses to qualities in 
films are more like itchy feelings than they are like emotions such as 
jealousy. Affects usually don’t have as much cognitive complexity; they 
aren’t intentional.

In one of the early scenes of Oklahoma! (1955), the film adaptation of 
the Rodgers and Hammerstein musical, for example, we see a cowboy 
sitting on his horse before a broad Western expanse. The season is sum-
mer, and the luxurious greenery of the trees together with the sound of 
birds chirping, suggest abundant life. The long shot is stable, the camera 
used to suggest balance, ease, and lots of room to move. The cowboy is 
dressed in colorful attire, his horse gleaming and magnificent beneath 
the blue skies flecked with fluffy clouds. The Technicolor film stock 
saturates the colors, the scene lit by the brilliant sun. Even before the 
cowpoke begins to sing “Oh, What a Beautiful Morning,” the spectator 
“gets the picture.” Each of these elements, and all of the elements to-
gether, have affective associations and “charges” that suggest and possibly 
elicit a particular mood. But these affective charges do not necessarily 
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elicit a human mood; a viewing of Oklahoma! may leave some viewers 
depressed or bored. Nor do affective charges elicit emotions unless and 
until the response becomes a concern-based construal rather than an 
inchoate feeling or automatic bodily response.

So far I have argued that human moods can be elicited by films through 
emotion and through the affective qualities of form, style, and content. 
Moods can also be elicited by a third element—the cognitive dispositions 
the film encourages. In Jane Campion’s The Piano (1993), Ada McGrath 
(Holly Hunter) is pursued by her husband (Sam Neill), who chops off 
a bit of her finger in a jealous rage. The emotion of shock and horror 
felt by the audience stems from their construal of the event in relation 
to their concern for Ada. Yet the film reveals Ada’s predicament such 
that the audience becomes aware of her oppression, confinement, silenc-
ing, etc., in ways that are cognitive, in the sense that they require some 
interpretation, or at least recognition, to function. We note that Ada’s 
husband is an insensitive brute who lacks the capacity to understand 
her. We note that he vigorously guards his supposed privilege both as a 
man and as a “property owner” who has “bought” her from her father. 
We note that Ada values her piano as a means of expression and self-
identity, and that her husband values it not in the least. We also note 
the general confinement and seclusion of the surroundings, a primitive 
encampment in the wilds of New Zealand. Below I will demonstrate that 
the elicitation of a mood in the audience can lead to particular ways of 
thinking. But the opposite is true as well; the way the audience thinks of 
the overall narrative situation for its characters is strongly associated with, 
and may work to elicit, particular moods. The mood of large swaths of 
The Piano can be described as oppressive, uncomfortable, cramped, and 
unhappy, in part because we understand Ada’s predicament intellectually. 

The interplay between emotion, affect, and cognition in film view-
ing is obviously complex, and cause and effect works both ways. When 
emotions, affectively charged qualities, and the cognitive processing of 
narrative information work together, however, a film can induce striking 
moods in spectators in an orchestrated and constantly evolving temporal 
experience. 

Mood and Thought

Art moods can influence human moods in the experience of narrative 
cinema, but art moods also bear on human thought. The human emo-
tions have what might be called a “searchlight” function in that when 
experienced, they direct attention to salient elements of an environment. 
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When in a state of fear, for example, a person will give rapt attention 
to anything that might cause harm, while a jealous lover will ardently 
search for any sign that a favored one is directing amorous thoughts to 
another. In human evolutionary history, the emotions had the adaptive 
advantage of quickly focusing the person on salient aspects of the envi-
ronment. Human moods, like emotions, also have effects on thinking 
and perceiving. Inducing moods in narrative is a means of directing 
thought and perception, and mood evocation becomes another device 
in the writer’s and filmmaker’s toolkits.

Moods are sometimes thought to be beyond the purview of cognitive 
theories, at least in their causality. But this is not true for their effects. 
While emotion researchers tend to focus on the causality of emotions, 
their genesis, researchers focused on mood pay more attention to the 
effects of mood on memory, social judgment, thinking, and perceiving. 
Philosopher Noël Carroll describes the cognitive import of emotions 
and moods as follows. Emotions are directed at specific objects, while 
moods are not. Emotions are selective and exclusive, while moods are 
incorporative and inclusive. Moods pervade perception rather than focus 
it. Moods bias the subject toward making certain kinds of judgments 
over others, but are linked to cognition indirectly rather than directly. 
Moods are like frames of mind, setting a broad agenda.23

The social-science research on the cognitive effects of mood is exten-
sive, but here I will focus on two findings especially interesting from the 
standpoint of affect elicitation in film. Moods affect both social judg-
ments and the processes of cognition. In the case of social judgments, 
moods induced, for example, by heat and humidity, free lunches, happy 
or sad movies, and excessive smells were all found to have significant 
effects on subsequent judgments of a target person.24 How might this 
apply to film? The introduction of Ethan Edwards (John Wayne) in The 
Searchers (1956) is a fine example of John Ford’s use of mood to create 
expectations about the film’s main character. A woman opens a door 
from inside a cabin in the wilderness somewhere out west. Past her 
silhouetted body, we see the vast expanse of Monument Valley, and a 
small figure approaching on a horse. On the soundtrack we hear pleas-
ant orchestral strains that suggest repose, steady rhythm, and movement. 
As the camera tracks outside the cabin and onto the front porch, fam-
ily members appear one by one, all peering at the approaching figure 
with fascination and curiosity. The dog begins to bark good-naturedly. 
“That’s your Uncle Ethan,” one of the girls tells her brother excitedly. 
The mood of expectation and excitement lets us know that Ethan, who 
will soon enter the household, is a man to be reckoned with, a figure 
of substantial import. Moods, then, can influence the spectator’s recep-
tion of characters.
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To say that moods influence cognition is to state the phenomenon too 
simply. Moods are ways of seeing, ways of experiencing, ways of perceiv-
ing; insofar as filmmakers can use art moods to elicit human moods, 
they can also elicit such ways of experiencing the film’s fictional world. 
The social-science literature on the influence of mood on perception 
and cognition is vast, offering theories of how good and bad moods 
influence perception and styles of cognitive processing. For our pur-
poses, psychologist Joseph Forgas’s summary of the findings will more 
than suffice:

Affect and cognition are integrally linked within an associative network of cogni-
tive representations. . . . Thus, material that is associatively linked to the current 
mood is more likely to be activated, preferentially recalled, and used in various 
constructive cognitive tasks, leading to a potential mood congruency in atten-
tion, learning, memory, associations, evaluations, and judgments. In other words, 
affect is not an incidental, but an inseparable, part of how we see and represent 
the world around us; how we select, store, and retrieve information; and how 
we use stored knowledge structures in the performance of cognitive tasks.25

In other words, moods do not merely affect discrete elements of our 
conscious experience, although they can do that. Moods also have the 
tendency to draw together cognition, judgment, memory, and associa-
tions based on prior experience. This understanding of mood would 
lend credence to the philosopher Heidegger’s claim that mood is one 
of the existential categories through which we understand our “being 
in the world.”26 We need not accept his overall metaphysics to see merit 
in the idea that a mood is not merely a feeling, but a gestalt or schema 
through which we experience the actual world, or the fictional world 
of a work of art. 

We can turn to this gestalt or schematic aspect of moods to account 
for the enactment of characteristic moods in various genres of literature 
and film. Since mood relates to nearly all of the conventional elements 
of genre, mood assists writers and filmmakers in quickly establishing ex-
pectations, and informs readers and viewers about established frameworks 
through which a given narrative is meant to be experienced. Moreover, 
although they have not always distinguished between mood and emotion, 
debates about the arts in relation to affect have implicitly assumed that 
affective and cognitive experience are directly related, and that moods 
and emotions constitute ways of “seeing” with significant import. Much 
of the distrust of emotion in such debates is actually focused on certain 
kinds of affective experience. The opposition of emotion to reason is no 
longer tenable, since emotion and practical reason, far from being op-
posed, are now generally considered to be intimately connected.27 But the 
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theorist may nonetheless condemn or praise certain kinds of emotional 
experiences in the arts because they affect cognition. One thinks of the 
debates between Plato and Aristotle on the effects of emotion in art, 
for example, or Nietzsche’s praise for works of art that give rise to the 
“will to power” and his disapproval of art that elicits “demeaning” emo-
tions such as pity and resentment. As I have argued, moods are gestalts 
that combine ways of feeling with ways of thinking and perceiving. As 
such, both art moods and their associated human moods have marked 
implications for the ethical and ideological import of narrative films. 

The Aesthetics of Mood

What does mood have to do with the aesthetics of narrative cinema? 
So far I have claimed that an art mood is the affective character of a 
film; when we use the term “mood” in relation to a work of art, we use 
it metaphorically. I also argued that art moods have the capacity to elicit 
human moods; human moods are literal moods. Yet even when art moods 
fail to elicit human moods, art and human moods are strongly associ-
ated via what I call “synesthetic affect,” the means by which filmmakers 
combine elements in such a way that they are affectively congruent.28 
Elements may “fit” together to create a unified aesthetic experience. 
For example, Touch of Evil makes it clear that Hank Quinlan is a cor-
rupt man who will stop at nothing to attain his ends. He puts Vargas 
and Susie in danger, leading to a mood of suspenseful anticipation 
that permeates the last third of the film. Yet whether or not the film 
succeeds in eliciting this mood in actual spectators, the suspenseful 
mood is a characteristic of the film text itself. And even if suspenseful 
anticipation is not elicited in some spectators, the elements of the film 
at this point—its narrative events, lighting, music, camera work, setting, 
acting styles, and dialogue—are fitting with such a mood. Thus films 
can suggest or express a mood even if the mood isn’t actually elicited 
in the audience. Whether or not the film actually elicits a mood in a 
spectator, it may still have the character of that mood.

Mood in art is the affective character of the work. But as I have ar-
gued, mood strongly relates to all other elements of the film, playing a 
significant role in the overall experience of the film, an experience that 
is more than a way of seeing or thinking or feeling. This experience is 
a way of being, a kind of recording of a possible conscious experience 
of the world, integrating perception, cognition, and feeling. In Film as 
Film: Understanding and Judging Movies, V. F. Perkins describes narrative 
cinema as “the projection of a mental universe—a mind recorder.”29 
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This isn’t quite right, since the mind is invisible and inaudible and can-
not be recorded, but we know what Perkins means. Oliver Sacks, Hugo 
Münsterberg, William James, and Henri Bergson, among others, liken 
the cinematic experience to the phenomenology of human conscious-
ness as experienced by the self.30 The analogy at some point will break 
down, since there are dissimilarities between conscious experience and 
film spectatorship. Yet it is a suggestive metaphor. A film offers an ex-
perience that mimics consciousness, and its mood (or rather, succession 
of moods) works significantly into that experience.

One of the chief attractions of mood in narrative (whether in lit-
erature or film) is the delight readers and viewers take in entertaining 
narratives as human perspectives on the world. More specifically, most 
narratives deal with persons and their affairs. Thus interactions with nar-
ratives have adaptive value in part because they teach us about persons 
and about sociality.31 Lisa Zunshine argues that interaction with fiction 
“provides grist for the mills of our mind-reading adaptations that have 
evolved to deal with real people.”32 Brian Boyd, similarly, writes that nar-
rative fiction “helps us to understand ourselves, to think—emotionally, 
imaginatively, reflectively—about human behavior, and to step outside 
the immediate pressures and the automatic reactions of the moment.”33 
From the standpoint of human evolutionary history, it is unsurprising 
that an activity so directly related to human adaptation will be delightful. 

Yet beyond the provision of the pleasures of the work, one can also 
point to the specific functions of mood in narrative. These are many, 
and here I will highlight just a few of the most important. If it is true 
that all films have a mood or moods (just as all films manifest a “way 
of seeing”), we must nonetheless note that some films are very moody 
and others less so. What is the difference? The answer may seem obvi-
ous. Many narrative films feature moods that are wholly conventional or 
otherwise unremarkable, while others self-consciously evoke mood as a 
central aesthetic strategy. Hwanhee Lee, for example, invokes Terrence 
Malick’s interest in Heidegger in his account of how the director’s films 
express but do not explain the character’s moods, or more broadly, their 
mode of being.34 Lee notes that Malick’s Badlands (1973) concentrates 
less on the psychological reasons for the murder spree of Kit (Martin 
Sheen) and Holly (Sissy Spacek) and more on their alienation, loneli-
ness, and detachment from the social world. This seems right, and one 
could add that Malick is masterful in evoking their adolescent fantasies, 
sense of wonder, and naïveté as they evade authorities in their “magical” 
hideout in the woods. One way that mood can be emphasized in film is 
simply to foreground it in relation to plot. Thus Malick provides poetic 
scenes that serve less to drive the plot forward than to lyrically illustrate 
the mindset of his characters.
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Mood is always related to narrative point of view and character, as it 
is in Badlands. A dominant mood can be presented as an overarching 
narrative point of view, separate from the perspective of any particular 
character, or it can be developed as a character’s perspective. Often 
narrative and character point of view are united, as the film’s narration 
will express an overarching mood to give us a sense of the protagonist’s 
experience. Perhaps no film illustrates this so well as Alfred Hitchcock’s 
Rebecca (1940). This adaptation of Daphne du Maurier’s novel has a timid 
ladies’ companion (Joan Fontaine) meet and marry a wealthy widower, 
Maxim de Winter (Laurence Olivier). The Fontaine character (who is 
never given a character name) moves to the de Winter estate, Manderly, 
by the edge of the sea in the south of France. There she learns that 
Rebecca, Maxim’s deceased wife, is strangely present in many ways, in 
her bedroom preserved as it was before her death, in the allegiance of 
Mrs. Danvers, the housekeeper, to Rebecca, and in the painful memories 
of her husband Maxim. 

The Fontaine character is insecure, feels underserving of her new 
status, and is haunted by the felt presence of Rebecca. Her experience 
becomes the focus of the film, powerfully expressed by her own timidity 
and misgivings, by the foggy seaside setting at Manderly, by the Fontaine 
character’s halting and troubled voiceover narration, and by qualities 
of music, camera, and production design. The film sets a dreamlike, 
nostalgic mood at the very beginning with the character’s voiceover 
narration: “Last night I dreamt I went to Manderly again.” We see shots 
of locked iron gates surrounded by gothic stone; the “secret and silent” 
Manderly in silhouette, backlit by the moon; the powerful crashing seas; 
mists moving silently through dark woods. The cinematography, at key 
moments, is soft focus to express the protagonist’s inability to get a grasp 
of exactly what she is dealing with. To say that this film can be instructive 
about a certain kind of mood is certainly true, with the proviso that we 
remember that mood relates to many aspects of the character’s overall 
experience other than mere feeling.

Moods in film are not always unified; in fact, one of the most powerful 
ways to express point of view is through mood incongruence, through 
clashing affective charges in friction or counterpoint. Consider Milos 
Forman’s Amadeus (1984), for example, in which the court composer 
to Emperor Joseph II, Antonio Salieri (F. Murray Abraham), dedicates 
his life to the destruction of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (Tom Hulce). 
Salieri takes his work very seriously, seeing it as nothing less than a 
commission from God Almighty. The scene where he meets the great 
Mozart occurs in Vienna at the residence of the Prince-Archbishop of 
Salzburg, a man of proud bearing and Mozart’s patron and employer. 
The gravity of the occasion is expressed by setting, costume, and the 
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bearing of the well-coifed guests, not to mention the gravitas of the 
music being played. The mood is one of dignified formality, of a celebra-
tory occasion during which the wealthy and powerful will witness the 
musicianship of perhaps the world’s most gifted artist. Yet Salieri sneaks 
into an anteroom and there witnesses what he takes to be a vulgar and 
infantile young man chasing his lover under tables and coaxing her to 
repeat vulgar sentences with silly word games. When Salieri later learns 
that this vulgar man is none other than the Mozart he has been long-
ing to meet, the beginnings of his dispute with God begin to take hold. 
Salieri asks himself, “Why would God choose an obscene child to be his 
instrument?” Salieri’s perspective on himself and his work is conveyed in 
large part through mood, and it is the outrage on this dignified, serious 
mood affected by Mozart’s behavior that helps us understand Salieri’s 
growing hatred of Mozart. 

Of course, it may be misleading to speak of the mood of a film, as 
though there were only one. Although some films are one-dimensional 
and thus uninteresting in their affective character, a compelling story will 
unfold as a succession of moods, succeeding, interweaving, and some-
times clashing with one another in a temporal sequence, as I mentioned 
above. Some works may provide surprising combinations and affective 
counterpoint. Malick’s The Thin Red Line is a war film that mixes moods 
in strikingly innovative ways, combining a sense of the immense pain 
and suffering of war with awe and wonder at the glories of nature, in 
an attempt to understand what Witt (James Caviezel) calls, in voiceover, 
the simultaneous presence of “unanswered pain” and “something smil-
ing through it.”35

Mood in Cinema: A Conclusion

The films that imprint themselves on one’s memory are those that 
have a strong and compelling affective character, an art mood that is 
innovative or otherwise compelling. This affective character in itself is 
an important part of its aesthetic worth, since such moods are a central 
component of the phenomenological experience of a narrative. More 
than this, however, art moods may elicit strong human moods in view-
ers, along with emotions and felt bodily responses. Art moods and the 
human moods they elicit make salient the idea of a narrative film as a 
mind recorder, as an approximation of human consciousness. Moods 
constitute ways of perceiving and thinking of the world. As such, moods 
play a role in the relationship of narrative films to ethics and ideology. 
In fact, moods figure into most of what we find important in the cinema, 
as they do in all of the narrative arts. 

Calvin College
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