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Stimming as experimental fiction filmmaking: Abstract
Avutistic grammar, sedimented memory, and This practice-as-research project proposes a redefinition of
immersive narrative without metuphor experimental fiction filmmaking through autistic-led, sensory

methodologies. Stimming is reframed here not as a self-
regulation method or behavioural surplus, but as an aesthetic,
compositional, and epistemological force — what | term an
‘avtistic cinematic grammar’: a mode of filmmaking in which
meaning does not emerge through narrative coherence, but
through rhythm, repetition, duration, and embodied perception.
Drawing on the Welsh folklore of RAys and Meinir, alongside
personal histories of grief, disability, and crip temporality, the
films are composed through states of dissociation and mutism,
with access barriers treated as compositional and conceptual
conditions rather than constraints. Stimming operates here as a
structuring principle for editing — replacing the logic of coherent
arrangement with sensory accumulation, fixation, and release.
Theorised in relation to the work of Ahmed, Berlant, Deleuvze and
Guattari, and Puar, the project situates intensity and excess as
generative ecological registers rather than deficits to be

Practice-as-Research Statement managed. Production is care-led, collaborative, and grounded in
mutual trust, aligning with trans-feminist and disability-led
Elinor Rowlands methodologies that prioritise accessibility, flexibility, and mutual

support. The resulting work proposes a sensory commons: a
shared field of intensities in which meaning is collectively held,
felt, and allowed to persist without resolution.

Nottingham Trent University

This practice-as-research project proposes a redefinition of experimental fiction filmmaking through autistic-led, sensory methodologies. At its
core, the work reframes stimming within an artistic context — not as a self-regulation method [1,2], nor as a bodily or embodied sense of
behavioural excess to sway in rhythm alongside intense, highly saturated emotions. Instead, it is an aesthetic, compositional, and
epistemological force that surges through the body and relates to anything it touches within the sublime and the melancholy. In this sense,
stimming is not something that happens 7o the body, but something that the body is continvously becoming-with— like root systems beneath
the forest floor exchanging nutrients, memory, and pressure without hierarchy or fixed direction. Through this repositioning, the project
develops what | term an ‘autistic cinematic grammar’: a mode of filmmaking in which meaning does not emerge through narrative coherence,
but through rhythm, repetition, relationality, sensory ways of knowing, duration, and embodied perception, as if the forest itself were
thinking through the camera.

When stimming is repositioned beyond behavioural discourse, what begins to emerge is not simply a new subject for cinema, but a new
organising structure for cinematic form — ‘architecture’ is too static a word, because here, structure behaves more like mycelium than frame.
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Rather than understanding editing as the deliberate arrangement of images into coherent meaning [3], stimming proposes a different
structuring principle, one that operates through sensory accumulation, escalation, and release. The film is not cut so much as moved through,
as if the camera were not external to the forest but partially absorbed by it, carried by wind through branches, or slowed by damp soil. The
image does not transition cleanly from one state to another; instead, it is carried, held, repeated, and intensified until it begins to exceed its
own representational function, like light caught in wet leaves too long to remain merely visual. The ‘event’ of the film, then, is not located in
narrative development but in the moment where sensation overtakes structure — where rhythm, pressure, and duration reorganise
perception from within, like moss overtaking stone without asking permission.

To theorise stimming as a mode of editing is to shift attention from the visual outcome to the embodied process that generates it. Repetition is
no longer a redundancy to be avoided but a necessary return, a looping insistence that allows the image to be re-felt rather than simply re-
seen — like footsteps circling the same patch of forest until the ground remembers the body. Rhythm emerges not as a tool of pacing
narrative, but as a temporal field that suspends causality altogether, allowing sequences to breathe, pulse, or stall according to affective
intensity rather than plot progression. Saturation, distortion, overexposure, and decay are not aesthetic embellishments but sensory
thresholds — points at which the image begins to break under the weight of its own presence, as bark splits under slow weathering or light
dissolves into fog. Fixation becomes a durational commitment: the refusal to move on when meaning has supposedly been achieved, insisting
instead on staying with the image until it transforms, dissolves, or overwhelms. Through these operations, stimming does not decorate the
film — it structures it from the inside, shaping how time is experienced, how images accumulate, and how meaning is deferred. As an aufistic
person, | am frequently excluded for being too intense, too anxious, too apologetic, too weird, too uncanny; my voice rarely finishes
sentences and | speak fragmentally. Within filmmaking, these become motifs — part of the visual, aural, sensory aesthetic of the film, like
broken light patterns caught between leaves that never fully resolve into clarity.

This reframing also allows for a critical intervention into how intensity itself is culturally misread. The figure of being ‘too much’ — too
repetitive, too loud, too affectively saturated — is often positioned as excess, something to be corrected, overcome, managed, or subdued, as
if the forest itself were expected to quiet its own weather. We are told fo overcome these intensities, to hecome more functional, more ‘well’.
But what does wellness mean when the body is already a landscape of ongoing weather systems — when there might not be capacity for
wellness but an invitation into dwelling instead, like remaining in mist without needing it to clear?

As Sara Ahmed suggests [4], bodies that do not align with normative expectations of comportment and affect are often read as wilful or
problematic, their intensities treated as disruptions rather than expressions. Similarly, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari [5, pp. 75, 235] invite
us to think of intensity not as excess but as generative force — something that moves, connects, and produces new modes of relation, like
underground fungal networks distributing life through what appears at the surface as stillness. As Jashir Puar argues through the concept of
debility [6], the demand for normative wellness is unevenly distributed, often functioning as a disciplinary ideal rather than an attainable
state. What if there is not always a capacity — or even a desire — for wellness as conventionally defined, but rather an invitation to dwell, like
staying inside the hollow of a tree, where time hehaves differently?

The work dwells within melancholia, within saturated states of grief, joy, the sublime, or stillness — not as conditions to be overcome, but as
modes of being and perceiving, like walking through forest layers where decay and growth are indistinguishable. This resonates with Lauren
Berlant’s writing on affective endurance and the ongoingness of attachment, where life is oriented not towards resolution but fowards
inhabiting intensity as it unfolds [7, p. 256], like tidal rhythms that do not conclude but only shift density.

Yet to frame such intensity as excess is to miss something central: it is not an empty overflow, but a form of holding — a carrying of sensory,
emotional, and perceptual weight that has not yet found an outlet or porous connection, like water absorbed into soil that cannot decide
whether it is surface or depth. To stim is not to lose control, but to negotiate this density, to give it rhythm. It moves outwards through
patterned movement, sound, or visual repetition, and simultaneously inward — an endless flow between what one can see, hear, and feel
physically, emotionally, and perceptually, like forest air circulating through unseen channels between roots and lungs.

While Vivian Sobchack argues that film possesses its own intentionality — that it sees and hears the world and functions as a viewing subject
rather than a passive object [8] — stimming extends this proposition further. Through the editing process, an umbilical relationality emerges,
where the film is given life through the editor, and the editor, in turn, is animated by the film. This reciprocal exchange produces a shared
sensorium in which authorship becomes distributed and porous: no longer located in a single hand but diffused through ecological relation.
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Within this relation, repetition is not redundancy but accumulation — it thickens like forest fog or sunset light that is heavy with mist gathering
between trees. Rhythm does not simply structure time: it pulses until time itself is reorganised, no longer linear but braided. Visual distortion
presses against the limits of legibility and refuses clarity as a dominant value, like branches obscuring sky not as obstruction but as a method
of seeing otherwise. What is often rejected in bodies as excess becomes, within the artwork, a compositional force that reshapes the entire
sensory field. The work moves towards a replenishing of the commons — a sharing of intensity, a making-with rather than a making for. It
generates forms of community and relationality that exist in the between of states, within the liminal, the unresolved, the ongoing, where
meaning is not imposed but felt, negotiated, and co-created.

The primary logic of the work is not narrative progression or symbolic clarity, but the modulation of sensory experience. Editing becomes less
about cutting away and more about holding on, holding in, and sharing — less about organising material into hierarchy and resolution, and
more about allowing patterns to emerge through repetition, relationality, and duration.

There is common ground here with the notion of the commons. As David Bollier writes, ‘The commons is a lens that helps us understand what
it means to be a human being in meaningful relation to other people and to the Earth.’ [9]. Reframed through this lens, the film becomes less a
sequence of controlled images and more a shared field of intensities, a sensory commons in which experience is not owned or organised but
collectively held.

Care, collaboration, and attunement are central to the production process. My films are made with minimal crews, in close collaboration with
others who share a commitment to sensory and relational practice — a process that requires, and depends upon, mutual trust. This challenges
hierarchical models of authorship, aligning instead with trans-feminist and disability-led methodologies that prioritise accessibility, flexibility,
and mutual support. Much of my filming is done sitting or lying down, on or near the ground, often with trees as a central spatial and sensory
anchor. | frequently rely on taxis to reach locations — itself a form of crip time and temporality, where movement, access, and duration are
reorganised around bodily necessity rather than normative scheduling — so that | arrive with energy to film. This is a crip-led form of
becoming-with.

A significant part of the work is therefore shaped directly by access barriers and access needs. These are not external constraints to be
overcome, but conditions through which the work is composed and thought. Much of what | make is conjured in states of dissociation and
mutism, working with sensory fragmentation rather than against it, and collaborating with storytelling as a structuring force. One such
structure emerges through the Welsh folklore of Rhys and Meinir, a tale of tragic lovers from Nant Gwrtheyrn, where a bride disappears on
her wedding day and is only found years later — her skeleton discovered within a tree, as if she had become absorbed into it.

There was no fixed choreography, script, or predetermined plan in the making of the work. Instead, it emerges from this story, and through
my grandparents and their hardships, and a favourite poem — Tennyson’s ‘Crossing the Bar’ — held as felt structure rather than narrative to
be retold. | often feel as though | am working from within the material rather than outside it, as though form itself is something inhabited
rather than constructed. At times, this also mirrors a bodily sense of being trapped within a form not chosen, one continually assessed and
interpreted from the outside.

The work resists evaluation in terms of whether it is ‘good’ or ‘bad’: its central question is how it moves, how it feels, where it takes the
viewer to dwell, and what kinds of perception become possible when dwelling itself becomes the primary mode of encounter.

Within this framework, stimming operates as a method of making-with rather than making over. It generates a cinematic space in which
repetition is not redundancy but a form of collective holding, where duration becomes a shared temporal resource that is trusted and allowed
to dwell and expand. The film mirrors the body not in representation but in operation — as an ecology of sensation that refuses separation
between perceiver and perceived. What has historically been dismissed as ‘too much’ becomes, here, the very condition of possibility for
another kind of cinema: one that does not reduce sensation to meaning but allows meaning to emerge, if at all, from sustained encounter.

For disabled and excluded people, for those living within liminal spaces shaped by loss, invisibility, distrust, and grief, this is not abstraction
but lived necessity. A way of staying with experience when closure is not available, of remaining in relation when the world repeatedly
withdraws it. And perhaps this is all we can hope for — not arrival elsewhere, but the fragile, continuous practice of being held and holding in
return, even if only for a moment, even if only through light, sound, textured layering, and duration that refuses to end.
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Elinor Rowlands FRSA is a multidisciplinary artist and researcher completing a
practice-based PhD in Fine Art at Nottingham Trent University. Working
across film, photography, sound, art-texts, installation, and immersive
media, her work has been exhibited nationally and internationally with
support from Arts Council England, Immersive Arts, and The Supporting Act
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develops biodivergent poetics through stimming as relational and ritualised
gesture within liminal space. Her research explores moss, dark water, forest
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ecological attunement, cultivating gothic languages and folk histories through
collaborative practice.
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