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Beyond pictures? Reshaping context for cinematographic discourse 
 
In recent years, pragmatics has started to embrace the investigation of non-naturally occur-
ring speech in film and television. While most studies have successfully explored language 
use in films (Quaglio 2009, Bednarek 2010, Richardson 2010, Rossi 2011, Bateman and 
Schmidt 2012, Wildfeuer 2014), I contend that a pragmatic perspective equally warrants a 
more comprehensive analysis of the language of films, which includes other semiotic modes 
apart from spoken and written language (cf. cinematographic discourse, Janney 2013). Set-
ting the agenda for such a pragmatic analysis of cinema necessitates a fresh look at the role 
of context. To this effect, this talk aims to reshape context to fit the theoretical and analytical 
exigencies of multimodal film discourse. With the help of film excerpts, I will illustrate that a 
pragmatic take on cinematographic context (at least) comprises the following four cumula-
tive parts:  
 

(a) multimodal / semiotic context: the temporal (syntagmatic and paradigmatic) orches-
tration of semiotic resources (mise-en-scène, lighting, colour, shot scale, sound, mu-
sic, spoken and written language, etc.) both within and between film shots. To this ef-
fect, pragmatic inferences, e.g. conversational implicatures, might be induced, rein-
forced, mitigated, suppressed or enhanced through the co-deployment of different 
semiotic modes. 
 

(b) filmic co-text / narrative context: Similar to face-to-face conversations, film interpreta-
tions are largely based on “the sequential accumulation of co-text” (Janney 2013: 89). 
Thus, what the film audience has already watched up to a certain point ultimately sets 
the cognitive and affective baseline for what is to follow (cf. the Kuleshov effect). 

 
(c) extended audience design: A pragmatic analysis of film discourse must take into ac-

count the complex participation roles which, after all, make film discourse so enter-
taining. Thus, cinematographic audience design does not only revolve around the 
(non-)verbal communication between on-screen actors (and their reciprocal cognitive 
assumptions) but is likewise driven by the subtle interplay of director, narrator, actors 



 

 

and audience, who are all constantly projecting and re-assessing their mutual expec-
tations and assumptions as the movie unfolds.   
 

(d) cognitive context: The (individual or shared) experience of film viewers (their generic 

knowledge, (inter-)cultural knowledge, knowledge of film conventions, film styles,     

intertextual knowledge) obviously plays an essential part in triggering film inferences 

and is a key in construing a coherent mental model of film stories.  

 

Based on these contextual fields, I propose that film meanings (and their context) are nei-

ther exclusively encoded in the cinematographic text (via semiotic indications) nor are they 

fully decoupled from the film artefact, free for each viewer to choose. It seems more likely 

that context unfolds dynamically in the social interplay of those who create film and those 

who watch it. However, it is perfectly possible to show that directors can actually constrain 

the number of plausible interpretations of their work through a careful orchestration of con-

textual parameters.  
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