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What does it mean to be immersed in a book or éiincomputer game? This is an aesthetic
and a philosophical question, but it is also areiehtly cognitive question. The symposium
»lmmersion and the Storyworld«, convened by Sablider and Marcus Hartner, sought to
address all three aspects. The symposium annountetascribed immersion as »the phe-
nomenon of getting »>losts, sinvolved« or >drawnanstoryworlds created by literature, film
and other media«, and as »a central hub in theamnktef fundamental questions concerning
the very nature of our construction, understanding evaluation of storyworlds«.

The central aim of the symposium was to assessusaful cognitive approaches may be in
analysing the shared cultural activities (includithgir aesthetic and philosophical dimen-
sions) that are involved in creating and experiegémmersion. Key to this was the attempt
to shed light on particular processes of aesthreteption at the intersection between story
and mind.

The research presented at this event can be saersiathe backdrop of a tradition of cogni-
tive inquiry into immersion. Key works in this tifdn include Richard Gerrig'&xperienc-
ing Narrative Worlds: On the Psychological Actigitiof Reading(on »transportation«) and
Marie-Laure Ryan’s Narrative agirtual Reality: Immersion and Interactivity in ettature
and Electronic Medi& Interesting research has also been vyielded by ipeah cognitive
models such as >deictic shiftc thedrin the context of visual media, a noteworthy indial
contribution is Michael Fried’@\bsorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholdarthe
Age of Dideraf while a 2008 special issue dfontageexplores a variety of immersion-
related issues in film and other audiovisual médiarange of empirical work has also inves-
tigated immersive experiences in connection withr, éxample, simulation and embodied
cognitior? or the neuropsychology of empathy (especially witference to >mirror neu-
rons<)! As so often in cognitive approaches to literattite,research in these areas is rich but
also somewhat fragmented. The approaches discasdbe symposium usefully suggested
ways in which these existing investigations migatfleshed out and connected up with each
other and with other areas of literary study.

1. Mood and Emotion

The keynote speakeGarl Plantinga (Calvin College, Michigan), spoke on »Immersion in
Narrative Film: The Role of Mood and Emotion«. Hesdribed narrative films as »engines of
attention« — and not of just any attention, buthef »rapt, focused« attention that constitutes
immersion — and set this description against thmmoon claim that we live in an age of ter-
minally eroded attention. Plantinga argued that @rsed attention is directed not only to-
wards the diegetic world, events, and charactersalso towards the formal or perspectival
features that the film’s narration encourages. ipthat inducing emotion is an important
means by which narrative film induces immersiongh®loyed an appraisal-based theory of
emotiorf to argue that emotions have both reasons andtsppeud that those objects may be



fictional, imagined, or in the future — althougl, lzZecame clear in the subsequent discussion,
he did not seem to think that these considerasohse the so-called >paradox of fictionx.

Plantinga used emotion as a springboard for addgesse more neglected topic of mood,
which he defined as an atmosphere, or complex aftiens, with a more diffuse or ambigu-
ous quality than emotion, and as an intentionahpheenon (i.e. as a result of the totality of
acts of selection made by the filmmaker with tha aff triggering emotional responses). He
distinguished between an art mood and the humardrtaa human emotions) which the art
mood may in turn elicit. At some points, the distions between mood and emotion were not
entirely clear: Plantinga stated that the mood tfna consists of its affective character, that
characters’ appraisals can cause viewers to »catehmood in question, and that mood af-
fects cognition and is also a way of perceiving argeriencing, as well as an embodiment
and expression of perspective — but all this madsd be said of emotions, and there seemed a
danger of oversimplifying emotion for the sake tdvating mood. As Gerhard Lauer later
pointed out in discussion, most films and novetluose »mixed« or secondary emotions, and
the concept of a basic emotion is perhaps inhgregmtiblematic. The talk touched on the
causal connections between emotion and mood — l@sioly a possible preparatory step to-
wards the other and towards attention — but didfulbt demarcate them. A related issue was
expressed in a question from Ralf Schneider abdwetrevprecisely mood is located: whether
just in perspective, or in more distributed forrxaiples fromA Touch of EviandRebecca
amongst other films, certainly manifested powenfislods, but as Plantinga pointed out, much
work still needs to be done on the temporally ed¢ehnature of emotion and mood as epi-
sodic or as »flow«.

It was also notable that Plantinga seemed veryfuaie dissociate the ability to induce im-
mersion from aesthetic quality: he insisted thatuiring immersion does not necessarily im-
ply aesthetic success. The opposite consideratar,it does not necessarily preclude such
success, might be just as pertinent, given the eatmnal association of immersion with es-
capism and hence its opposition to intellectudeotion.

2. Empathy and Involvement with Fictional Charactess

The first of five themed sessions comprised twkstalhich adopted opposite angles of the
story-mind pair. The session began with a tallGayhard Lauer (Géttingen): »Through the
Empathy Glass: Why We Are What We Read«. This mtesien focused more on >mindc«
than on »storys, outlining many experimental methadd findings relevant to unpicking the
paradox of why we are what we read, or see, or, gegn though the characters never lived,
the emotions are only as-if emotions, and it maghbe nothing more than pixels on a screen.
Lauer described, for example, behavioural studieswman and other primates’ imitation and
socialisation, imaginary friends, and theory of dyitbrain-imaging work on empathy and
speaker-listener neural coupling; philosophicaloaots such as Searle on collective inten-
tionality; and art-specific studies on perspectwel comprehension/recall, on readers’ abili-
ties to distinguish between different fictional Wes;, and on belief and personality change
induced by reading fiction. These insights intoias aspects of the imagination provided a
good basis for Lauer to ask, if not to answer,hartquestions about the experiences induced
by art. These included the issue of »granularityhy it doesn’t matter that we aren’t told
what colour Effi Briest’s hair is — as well as qiess relating to art’s »altrocentric gestalt,
its encouragement to step into other people’s shogsarticular, how past personal experi-
ences might influence aesthetic experience andh,aghat might be the precise effects of the
temporal structure of the artwork.



Patrick Colm Hogan (Connecticut) gave a talk entitled »The Transpgimmaof Leopold
Bloom: On the Varieties of Simulation«, and adopeduch more text-based approach, illus-
trating his theoretical points with reference tegages fronlysses Hogan'’s thesis was that
»transportation« (his version of immersipis a specific form of simulation, and »involves a
continuous arc of sustained attentional orientaliltked with a severe limitation of sensitiv-
ity to extrinsic elements and a sustained develaoprogperceptual detail«. He used Joyce’s
novel to exemplify various narratologically relevalistinctions between simulation, random
thought, and fantasy; between pragmatic and explgraimulation (involving either specific
or broader goals); and between productive and dusttaulation (by authors and readers re-
spectively). These distinctions raised various tjoes, including one that connected with the
guestion of granularity mentioned above: whethgi@atory simulations by authors would
be more effective than more pragmatic ones in ggideaders, because they might avoid the
impression of contrivance or didacticism. Hogamferctions also gave rise to a possible hi-
erarchy of simulations, in which reader simulatiight be considered »definitive« because it
embraces simulations at the levels of both authdrcharacter.

3. Mindreading, Suspense, and Narrative Tension

The second session included talks Kgrin Kukkonen (St John’s College, Oxford) and
Marcus Hartner (Bielefeld). Kukkonen discussed »Immersion andp8uase inThe Female
Quixote¢, and connected immersion with suspense, inténgr@nmersion as »accepting the
probabilities of meaning-making of a particularrgtorld«. Kukkonen suggested that sus-
pense might be thought of as the result of readbifsculties in assessing how likely a given
event is to occur, and that heightened suspensarnnresults in heightened immersion be-
cause the reader engages in a search for clupsttmdstablish probabilities. Kukkonen gave
evidence from studies on language acquisition fanits as demonstrating a powerful cogni-
tive mechanism for computing statistical propertretanguage. She then showed how Char-
lotte Lennox’s novel3he Female QuixotandThe Life of Harriot Stuarboth induce particu-
lar configurations of probability and plausibilitgffecting readers’ reasoning as the plots
develop. InThe Female Quixotehis is achieved by juxtaposing realist and roticasystems

of probability through the evocation of a protagnivho is so immersed in the romance
genre that she reads the whole of her real worlebimantic terms. The reader’s probability
distribution then also becomes aligned with thetggonist's, so that the reader is unlikely to
feel suspense about the protagonist’s actions ed®m the situation is inherently suspense-
ful, thus creating a sort of meta-immersive efféetdarriot Stuart the probability of certain
violent actions of self-defence by the protagorgghoth improbable to readers and implausi-
ble to other characters within the storyworld. Kokkn showed how these hypotheses about
Lennox’s works also connect with the classical moetle of decorum — the appropriate style
for a given subject — in a rich constellation of fhrobable, the likely, and the appropriate.

Marcus Hartner’s topic was the question of »Why AReally< Care About Fictional Charac-
ters: Empathy, Mindreading, and Suspense in Davioth€hberg’sA History of Violence
(2005)«. With this talk, the focus of the symposisinifted from literature towards film. Hart-
ner’'s aim in this talk was to remind us that emmioinvolvement between reader and fic-
tional characters is rarely with a single charautasolation, but typically with constellations
of characters who interact with each other as pf# functional distribution. Hartner sug-
gested that the notion of a »mental file« for eelsracter in long-term memory might use-
fully be expanded with reference to blending thdargrder to model the interlinking of these
files. He showed how in Cronenberg’s film, the ve@ws forced to process different cognitive
perspectives simultaneously, employing mindreadimngtegies to deal with the film’s ambi-
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guities, and keeping alternatives and their conseces in mind throughout: an enforced
»dance on the far, dizzying edge of what is cogeliji possible?® Hartner suggested at the
end of his talk that 1) in general, cognitive agmtoes might not be able fully to explain all
aspects of immersion and that 2) more specificaliyydreading alone — as a character-based
approach — cannot account for people’s »passiopléa* and all its immersive corollaries.

If we are aiming at a comprehensive cognitive antai immersion, we will probably re-
quire an approach that takes character and plaicdtount as interconnected phenomena.

The subsequent discussion connected the two pegserst by exploring further the elements
of narrative other than character that work to 4famm expectations, touching on paratextual
elements like chapter headings, and on the situaiodel dimensions of time, space, causa-
tion, motivation, and protagonist.Hartner argued that the last two of these have bela-
tively neglected, and could be brought back intm@e productive dialogue with the other
three if we were to adopt a more interactive perspe on character. The topic of irony was
raised as a possible opposite to immersion, buatbament was put forward (by Professor
Terence Cave, chair of this session) that, on dmgrary, irony is not the enemy of immer-
sion, but may indeed allow the reader to becomesrdeeply immersed thanks to the reassur-
ance of a degree of ironic reserve. The questiotiftdrences between media also arose, in
relation to readers’/viewers’ ability to expand beg what is given, for example to read the-
atrical props as what they denote rather than wieyt are. As earlier, the suggestion was
made that what is withheld perhaps positively fiestenmersion — although by contrast
graphic violence as in Cronenberg’s films mighemdify our engagement with the dilemmas
it helps to configure and develop. Connected te, ttiie nature of mental imagery was dis-
cussed, specifically its simultaneously fragmentarg elusive yet also resilient qualities.

4. Immersion and Embodied Cognition

Under this broad heading, the third session coatrthe filmic theme with two discussions of
the effects of camera perspective and moventeatrick Rupert-Kruse (Kiel) gave a talk
entitled »Dragged by the Gaze: The First-Persosgeetive as Immersive Strategy«, and
defined immersion broadly as »bodily/somatic presenHis understanding of immersion in
more detailed terms was indebted to Erkki Huhtamlog conceives it as a transition, or a
»passage«, from the immediate physical realityangible objects and direct sensory data to
somewhere els€. Rupert-Kruse's approach was further informed byaB®@alazs’s thought
on art and film, in particular on how the movingreza can assist in bridging the distance
between art and experience. Vivian Sobchack’sacefles on the phenomenology of embod-
ied perception were also key: Rupert-Kruse drewcifpally on Sobchack’s notion of the
filmic body as dependent on a specific audio-viqa@ht-of-view, and on her thoughts about
how cinema uses the dominant senses of vision eadny to speak comprehensibly to our
other senses. Following Sobchack, Rupert-Kruseudgsad the film viewer as »cinesthetic
subject« (>cinesthetic< combining synaesthesia evehaesthesia, the awareness of one’s
whole bodily and sensory beintf)He suggested that we might understand the cinemphé-
nomenon of immersive presence as equivalent tellbdy swap illusion«, in which manipu-
lation of the visual perspective and receipt ofrelated multisensory information from an-
other person’s body is sufficient to create thasitbn of inhabiting that body. With the
camera as the eye, the lens as the retina, angttben as the lived-in world, we might ex-
perience the same illusion when watching a filmp&tKruse gave examples from films
such asThe Blair Witch ProjectCloverfield andREC 2 which exploit the first-person char-
acter-camera hybrid in various ways to increaseension.



Sabine Miuller (St John’s College, Oxford) spoke on »Placing\fi@wver in the Storyworld:
Camera Movement and Immersion«, and she too disdube »unchained camera, taking it
back to its origins in Murnau’s oeuvre as a key wégituating emotion and viewers’ emo-
tional responses. In discussion afterwards, Miithentioned contemporary reviews that in-
voked the notion of >miterlebenc< (literally >to extpence with<) in response to this innovative
style. Muller gave a brief outline of some key aygwhes in the science of embodiment, and
of Wittgenstein’'s and Barsalou’s contributions be field of situated conceptualisation, be-
fore offering an in-depth analysis of how Landys explores the abstract concept of loss
through the camera’s engagement with charactelly &nbodied interactions with objects
and surroundings, and through the motor resonath@¥eby created in the viewer. Miller
concluded that her aim was twofold: to aveaidpriori attributions of consciousness to the
camera, and to abandon the conventionally monolitbtion ofthe camera, so as to be able
to engage critically with the manifold emotional ygan which camera techniques may en-
gage the viewer within a single film.

In the discussion which followed, several peoplallemged Rupert-Kruse’s claim that the
jerky hand-held camera usedREC 2encouraged immersion: one delegate noted, for exam
ple, that given there is no equivalent for the fitrawer of the physiological compensation for
movement which stabilises real-life experiences, éffect is anything but realistic; another
wondered whether the striking similarity to a congptgame style would mean that immer-
sion was lesser or greater for people familiar whiit medium. Rupert-Kruse argued that the
factor of limited perspective, the inability to seeerything at once, contributes to the sus-
penseful effect of realism IREC 2— but again, the objection might be made thatfithec
style goes far beyond a realistic replication afseey experience in that we (as viewers see-
ing through and with the character-camera hybrahnot choose to move our heads, have no
peripheral vision, and so on. Despite Rupert-Krsiseeoretical emphasis on bodily presence,
his examples thus did not unproblematically supgostfocus, instead espousing a somewhat
ocular-centric account of perceptual experience.

5. Conceptual Frameworks of the Storyworld

The second day of the symposium shifted the foous fmind< further towards the >story«
pole again (and dealt with a mixture of films antkrhture). Michaela Schrage-Frih
(Mainz) suggested that dreams might fruitfully ensidered as a form of proto-narrative
fiction in her talk on »Dreaming Fictions, Writiigreams: Cognitive Immersion in Dream
Worlds and Story Worlds«. More specifically, heegls was that both fiction and dreams are
hybrid states of altered consciousness, and méatif@ss of the same »literary mind&To
support this claim, she cited a variety of psychalal and neuroscientific perspectives speak-
ing to their similarities and equivalences, on ¢spincluding imagery, self-reflective aware-
ness, emotion and association, and metaphor. Slcesdied parallels between the dreamer
and both author and reader, and also some keydtifes between dreams and fiction, nota-
bly the fact that immersion is stronger in the dneaorld because of the attention-dependent
nature of the dream as an imaginative act thatpgesars if we stop attending. However,
Schrage-Frih suggested that lucid dreaming sersekew evidence for the continuum be-
tween dream and fiction, countering the claim thatare never aware of what's going on in a
dream. She concluded that the dreamer engagesahwsé might see as the most extreme
form of readerly immersion, and that in both fictiand dream immersion the experience is a
reciprocal process of both creation and receptiodiscussion, the paradox was noted that as
a fictional text becomes more >dreamlike« it geligt@ecomes less immersive (although em-
pirical work would be needed to establish whetherttvo variables are simply inversely pro-
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portional). The importance of communicative funaticf narrative language was also raised
as perhaps sidelined by this approach, leading diseussion of dream reports and their
status.

J. Alexander Bareis (Lund) juxtaposed alternative approaches by Kdndalton, Werner
Wolf, and Marie-Laure Ryan in his presentation dmmersion, Storyworlds, and Make-
Believe«. He outlined Wolf's definition of immersiqor »aesthetic illusion«) as a basically
pleasurable mental state that can be elicited tipffa in (factual or fictional) texts, in recep-
tion processes and recipients, and in cultural laistbrical contexts’ According to Wolf,
immersion is, furthermore, a state in which we eigmee the storyworld in a similar way to
the real world, with variable emotional intensibat may be counterbalanced by rational dis-
tance as a consequence of a culturally acquiredesss of the difference between represen-
tations and reality. This connects with Walton’skendelieve account of how immersion can
coexist with awareness of immersion, a point wiBeineis elaborated with reference to non-
fiction and metafiction (using the filPdaptationas an example of the latter's immersive
power). The question of narrative mediation anceffscts on immersion were touched upon
with reference to Niinning’s notion of the »mimesfsnarrating<?® and Bareis suggested
some lesser-known additions to Walton’s principdégyeneration for fictional truthS* the
principle of media convention, the principle of geronvention (tying in with Kukkonen'’s
thoughts on decorum), and the principle of suspeihsdareis stated in conclusion, if we are
immersed in a storyworld, we are always awaresfapresentational nature — if we weren't,
we would probably be living in the Matrix. Connegjithe two talks, the discussion touched
on the notion that more significant and helpfulrthea distinction between fiction and non-
fiction, or between fiction and dream, might be frenciples of generation that operate in
both.

6. Narrative Dynamics: Time, Junction, and Pause

The last session addressed in greater detail tlestign of temporal structure which had
arisen at various points earlier in the event.igntdlk on »Immersion and Narrative Dynam-
ics: Cognitive Narratology and the Temporal Aspeatsthe Reading ExperienceRalf
Schneider (Bielefeld) defined immersion as the result of alync processes of text under-
standing (or storyworld construction). Schneideggasted that although narratologists have
studied the spatio-temporal and logical cohereridde actions that constitute an unfolding
story, less attention has been paid to the tempunansion of the experience of reading as
immersion. Situation-model theory has underplaye gossibility of non-linear processing,
which has primarily been the domain of hypertexotists (such as Jim Rosenberg), and the
primacy of emotion in discourse processing (sultstiad by various neuroanatomical find-
ings) has only recently begun to be assimilatetin8icler suggested that conceiving of a net-
work of primed items in the mental lexicon might deiseful framework for exploring non-
linear facets of response, in the context of Barliaancygier's concept of the »narrative an-
chor<® and an extension of this, the »emotional anchdnehors are narrative place-holders:
story-level devices which function thanks to thader's search for coherence, as the story
develops links and cross-mappings. Schneider gaaengles from George Eliot'Silas
Marner, showing how different sets of emotional evaluagionight serve as distinct »emotion
spaces«, combining to create a smaller number ofienal anchors; the idea was that expec-
tancy structures would be triggered by emotionahimg episodes, and that this would then
structure the reader’s understanding. In the sulssgqdiscussion it emerged that there was
some confusion regarding the various spaces anldoeof Schneider’'s account and their
interactions; Patrick Hogan helped by clarifyingttthe input spaces (narrative or emotional)
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would, on the blending theory principle, still exia their own right after they have been
combined in the blend, with the lasting possibibfybackwards projection. Kukkonen asked
whether in an embodied context it is legitimateséparate narrative space from emotional
space, and what relation or distinction was beiongited between real and metaphorical
spaces in this model.

The final presentation was given hwglita Hogan (University of Wisconsin at La Crosse),
and took the discussion beyond European and USdillture to consider Indian film. The
talk was entitled »Pause for a Song: Sufi Qawalli &dmmersion in Vishal Bhardwaj's
Magbook, and in it Hogan discussed thawali (from the Arabic for >utterance<) — a song-
and-dance interlude — in the filni3elhi 6 and Magbool Hogan suggested that the gawali’s
function inDelhi 6is to immerse the viewer through emotional engagernm a semi-utopian
sense of group harmony divested of individual défeee, and that iMagbool by contrast, it
acts more as a communal prayer with ironic conasstio plot and characterisation. Hogan
referred to elements of Sanskrit aesthetics ancinag theory that argue for the significance
of thesandhj or junctural pause (in plot progression), nostdar their immersive potential.

7. Wrapping up

In the concluding discussion, various threads frpevious discussion sessions were picked
up again. Firstly, the matter of emotion: in paré, whether all the symposium’s ap-
proaches were fully compatible with the appraikabty of emotion, and how difficult it can
be to trace the interactions between the socialtl@dbiological. Muller noted that this diffi-
culty arises more broadly, in the question of tkieet to which biological constants can be
culturally transformed — as in the example of thehained camera and viewers’ habituation
to its cognitive-perceptual effects since its idtrotion. The paradox of fiction reared its head
again too, raising the related questions of whetiheotions can be separated into the fictional
and the non-fictional, and if so, whether they laoéh real, or indeed both the same. This led
to considerations of the respective effects ofdral/non-fictional emotions (their effects on
action, long-term planning, and moral outlook) dhelir relative intensities (perhaps we can
experience fear, say, but not panic in responsetjoFollowing on from the discussion of the
principles of generation earlier, other dimensiaese also suggested as the basis for drawing
possibly more useful distinctions: we might categ®remotions according to their past or
present status, or their foundation in report omidiate experience. The general conclusion
(succinctly stated by Plantinga) was that the fasnparadox must be based on a false prem-
ise, namely that we respond emotionally only tagkithat actually exist. As Miller put it,
there is no paradox of fiction; it's a red herritogit somehow one that we can’t quite leave
behind.

This led to a second major theme underlying théreelvent — the status of cognitive ap-
proaches to art. While Hartner noted that the @aatsciences seek general laws, hetime
human brain is often studied in a generalising regnlantinga remarked that the resistance
to cognitive approaches on account of their peszktendencies to normalise and exclude is
based on a politically and ethically dangerous mggion that what we have in common is
uninteresting compared with our differences. Onleglte suggested that the perceived dan-
ger of generalising cognitive accounts may be astat by some people with those provided
by previous schools of literary theory such asctmalism, while Patrick Hogan countered
that there is nonetheless an importance differémt@een advocating false universals from
advocating existent ones.



Almost the last comment of the symposium was Bareamark that immersion requires in-
tense engagement. The symposium certainly stintulatense engagement with the question
of immersion, and with the many questions that reteciand intersect with it, so that | find

myself struggling not to repeat what became a nmjoke after each talk: we were all thor-
oughly immersed in it. The fact that the speakdedinitions, explanations, and explorations
of immersion derived from so many different stagtpoints and focused on so many different
kinds of >story< meant that the very notion of ogpivial unification was beside the point,

especially with only a day and a half at our digpoBut the richness of the approaches, in
their divergences as well as their points of cogerce, provided a wealth of ways of think-

ing about how story and mind combine to create insiie effects, and showcased the value
that cognitive approaches can have in investigdt@ygaesthetic phenomena like immersion.

Emily T. Troscianko
St John’s College, Oxford
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