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The Bad Spectator  Abstract  
 
This essay takes Virginia Woolf’s 1926 text The Movies 
and Reality as a point of departure to reflect on the 
spectator’s position between seeing and reading, and 
on what it might mean to write for the image rather 
than for narrative. Drawing from Woolf’s notion of the 
“picture-making power,” the paper explores 
screenwriting as an engagement with one’s own 
imagination. It proposes the figure of the bad 
spectator—an image-swallower who never forgets 
what she has seen, even when she resists it. Through 
her, the essay asks how vision and imagination are 
shaped by cinematic experience, and how screenwriting 
might respond to that. 
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The Bad Spectator 

Since its inception, cinema has turned toward other arts—most prominently, literature. For some, this 
alliance is joyful; for Virginia Woolf, it was not. In her 1926 essay “Movies and Reality,” she asks 
what cinema’s devices might be “if it ceased to be a parasite [...]”. ¹ She recalls watching an 
adaptation of Anna Karenina: “Eye and brain are torn asunder ruthlessly as they try vainly to work 
in couples.” Faced with the image of Anna Karenina as a “voluptuous lady in black velvet wearing 
pearls,” Woolf didn’t recognize her: “For the brain knows Anna almost entirely by the inside of her 
mind—her charm, her passion, her despair. All the emphasis is laid by the cinema upon her teeth, 
her pearls, and her velvet.”  

Perhaps it was a superficial representation of Anna Karenina. Or perhaps Woolf simply preferred 
to remember what she had imagined as a reader. After all, the basis of an adaptation is a book—
and the screenwriter’s imagination as its reader. In Woolf’s articulation of the split between the eye 
and the brain, I see an early critique of the spectator’s position between two activities: seeing and 
reading. 

Of course, today’s spectators are used to—and some enjoy—the dual position of watching a film 
while deciphering the story carried by images. Woolf, as a writer, deeply attuned to the workings 
of imagination and language, was left unsatisfied. Taking this dissatisfaction seriously, I see in 
Woolf’s account as a spectator an appeal for screenwriters not to confuse reading and seeing. To 
write a text which, in the end isn’t supposed to be read, but seen. To write for a spectator who 
wants to look. And for that, writers are to interrogate their own imagination - but not as readers. 

In film school, I was taught to apply structural models like the three-act structure or beat sheets—
systems that map out when a character should change, when tension should rise, when resolution 
must come. These templates are presented as tools to ensure clarity and engagement, but they also 
work to pre-shape the spectator’s response. They assume that meaning is given at a specific 
moment in the film. A character must be introduced with a clear goal, a scene must justify its place 
by advancing plot or theme, and ambiguity is often seen as a mistake. Often when sitting in the 
cinema and watching a narrative driven film, my activity is reduced to following, what I’d call 
imposed thought. Working with calculated dramaturgical trajectories can turn „thinking of the 
spectator“ into „thinking instead of the spectator“. 

Thinking of the spectator takes on many forms, some screenwriters imagine a person they know, or 
a specific identity group based on gender, class, or age. Others write for themselves—to stage 
desires or taboos, address hidden fears, recall an observation, or reenact a lived experience. 
There’s a public aspect to screenwriting: it addresses funding committees and producers. Before 
and during filming, the script provides a basis of communication for crew members and actors.  

Between all these demands placed on the writer and the screenplay, the spectator’s position is 
often stripped of the possibility to become part of the screenwriter's imagination. 
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I envision the possibility of screenwriting as rooted in the writer’s interrogation with their 
imagination and cinema’s devices. 

“But what, then, are its devices?” asks Woolf, from her position as a spectator — mistaken for a 
reader. She describes how, during a screening of Dr. Caligari, a mote found its way between the 
projector and the running film, resulting in a tadpole-like shadow taking over the screen: “The 
monstrous, quivering tadpole seems to be fear itself, and not the statement, ‘I am afraid.’” 

The second moment Woolf describes is from the chaos of the streets, “when some momentary 
assembly of color, sound, movement suggests that here is a scene waiting a new art to be 
transfixed.” The cues leading to what Woolf would call cinemas devices, consist of unforeseen 
interruptions of the cinematic experience. She describes incalculable, uncontrollable, contingent 
moments, articulating a desire to resist identification and immersion. But what, then, does Woolf 
want from cinema? 

Thinking takes a central place in her essay. Thought has the „picture-making power“. In writing, 
thought is conveyed by words. And Woolf asks if thought could posses a characteristic to be 
rendered visible „without the help of words“. This reveals a tension not only in Woolf’s experience 
of cinema, but in cinema itself. The visual image, when caught between storytelling conventions and 
literary inheritance, rarely escapes the pull of language. And leaves no space for the interrogation 
of the visual field. Pietro Bianchi, film critic and theoretician, writing nearly a century after Woolf, 
puts this tension succinctly in his “Cannes 2025 dispatch": 

“The visual register has to resist the temptation to become merely a tool for translating language 
into images. [...] In cinema, the visual is always irresistibly drawn toward meaning and signification. 
To produce a rupture, rather than a surplus of meaning, something in this chain of interpretations 
and significations must be arrested.”² 

Bianchi’s description of images following a kind of syntactic interpretation—a structure akin to 
linguistic syntax—resonates with Woolf’s frustration at seeing cinema operate as illustration and 
representation. The spectator is not invited to see, but instead to follow a sequence that reduces the 
image to narrative function. Woolf’s “tadpole” moment, in contrast, bypasses this logic: the image 
quivers into a shape that doesn’t explain anything—it is one that interrupts. The visual pleasure 
resulting from this interruption, followed by Woolf’s association of it with „fear“ and „horror“, might 
explain the resistance when one - spectator or writer - is to face one’s own imagination, face to 
face with „the picture-making power“. What might one find there? What are the characteristics of 
imagination that cinema can render visible? And are words of any help? 

Imagining a spectator like Woolf might serve as a point of departure. Imagining a „bad 
spectator“. 
 
The bad spectator doesn’t understand the desire for closure, she looks for plot holes instead. As 
soon as she found one, she sits in it. And from there: looks back. She resists immersion, identification, 
she’s not interested in following a red thread. To write for the bad spectator is to write for an 

https://www.ineff.org/


 

 

 www.ineff.org 4 

image: imagining seeing and interrogating the visual field extending between seeing and 
imagining. In Marguerite Duras’ voice-over of her film „L’Homme Atlantique“ I read a description of 
what such an interrogation might look like: 

„You'll see what you see. But you will look at it absolutely. You will try to look until your gaze is 
extinguished, until it is blinded, and through this blindness you will have to try again to look. Until 
the end.“³ 

To write for the bad spectator is not to imagine in her place — but to imagine her. Not as a 
demographic, not as someone to guide or please, but as someone who watches, resists, forgets, 
remembers. Someone who looks back. 

Even if she doesn’t like what she sees, the image stays. It slips past judgment. It lodges somewhere. 
Not always as a clear thought, but as something — a scene, a tone, a gesture that returns at the 
wrong time, or maybe the right one. What is seen at the cinema becomes part of a life. 

So what does that mean for the writer? It doesn't mean holding back. Imagination is free. But it’s not 
sealed off. The image, once written, moves. It becomes someone else’s. It enters memory. It does 
something — even when it fails. 

To write for the bad spectator is to take the „picture-making power“ seriously. Not to control it, not 
to explain it, but to invite the spectator’s imagination in. 
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The Bad Spectator - Voice over for the short film „Catalogue of Swallowed Images“: 
 
1 
 
You're a bad spectator  
You close your eyes when you want to  
See your own images, avoid the gazes  
Bodies on screen  
Cut into pieces. 
 

You look at them  
Try to reassemble them  
Swallow the image  
Carry it with you. 
 
The red thread goes through you  
The story wants to continue  
You have to follow a line of thought  
Imposed on you by someone from the past. 
 
But you prefer asking yourself the wrong questions  
Eyes closed, you imagine the characters  
Whose names you always forget  
Even if  
You’re closer to their fear, hopes, and bodies  
Than your own. 
 
2 
 
I don’t know what I expected  
But I promise   
This is the last time  
I give myself to an image  
That pretends to give itself to me 
 
I will destroy break, anticipate the unforeseen, project.⁴	
 
Image after image after image after image   
What image? 
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