The stylistics of film and multimodal discourse

Extract from Career Girls (1997),
a screenplay and film by Mike Leigh
This is an extract from a screenplay, thus a fictional type of discourse but you should first reflect on the idea of multimodal discourse, which “is the combination of different semiotic modes – for example language and music – in a communicative artefact or event” (van Leuuwen 2005: 281).
A social semiotics approach focuses on discourse and its context (Kress, Van Leeuwen, Jewit). 

Indicative list of modes for vision, sound and touch (Gibbons and Whiteley 2018: 250):

	Sensory system
	Examples of modes

	Vision
	Pictorial sign, graphological emphasis, colour, textual layout/composition, written signs, numerical signs, gestures, etc.

	Sound
	Spoken signs, sound (such as sound effects), music (including soundtracks) etc.

	Touch
	Texture, kinaesthetic movement, etc.


Clearly, in a specific cultural artefact or text, some modes are more prominent than others (i.e. a tactile book or piece of art vs a documentary, or an interactive videogame → all forms of narrative)
“The term film is in practice typically a metonym for a particular kind of cultural artefact: the output of a recording, on film or in digital fi les, of a sequence of images and sounds (but not of smells, tastes, feels), which tell a fictional narrative” (Toolan in Burke 2014: 258). Other related cultural products include forms as film documentaries, TV and internet commercials, and most segments posted on YouTube and similar websites, or those with a longer duration such as TV series.
Two main channels or media of communication: the visual and the auditory. 

A written language, western representational painting, etc.: cf. visual medium.

The auditory medium: audible speech (audible to the viewer), immediately symbolic, can be distinguished from all other kinds of sounds in the film.

Multimodal experiments: films (Toolan in Burke 2014):

1. Take any ninety-second opening segment of a well-known film (the opening, since this will be most manageable, experienced without prior narrated material), and translate it into written narration. Withholding any tell-tale title or character names for your composition, present your text to friends to see if they can identify the film original. Comparing your written narrative with the filmic original, you will find many topics worthy of further stylistic reflection, and many points where you have reported or not reported elements that another reader/viewer will question.

2. Film trailers constitute an interesting sub-genre in their own right. Take a small selection of trailers (three to five) from a single genre of films. Draw up a list of the most important notions of literary stylistics, which seem particularly important in the targeted type of trailer. A trailer is a kind of highly-controlled sampling, very different from the blurb that accompanies a novel. Your list of key factors in trailer-composition should enable you to describe trailer vs. blurb differences in stylistic detail.

3. To focus on just a small part of filmic characterisation, take a two-minute segment of film that focuses on a single character, and describe (with approximate timings) all the non-verbal sounds that accompany the shots involving that character, and in particular those where the character is in shot. What differences in characterisation might be suggested if the ambient sounds were radically different – or if there were little detectable accompanying sound at all? Consider the effects that muting an internet film-clip and substituting a very different sound accompaniment (music or otherwise) may generate.

You can watch the film trailer of Career Girls from YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xxil12x9uuU
Read and analyse the extract of the screenplay, in particular by considering: 

· Text World Theory

· paratext
· vocabulary and register
· dialect (social/geographical)
· schema theory
· deictic shift theory 
· point of view/focalisation

· speech acts (illocutionary/perlocutionary acts)
· politeness (face threatening acts/face saving acts) 
· graphology 

· world switch/deictic shift*

· push/pop

You can also consider other aspects such as eye-dialect**, idiolect***, or (in the film) other multimodal elements (shooting, close-ups, colours, music, special effects, etc.)
Notice how these devices and resources produce specific effects in the public and how people respond to the screenplay/film. 
Some notes:

* world-switch between text worlds: mental representations of discourse in people’s minds; world-building elements: deictic terms used to construct conceptual systems for communication (cf. Text World Theory)
** eye-dialect: “the use of non-standard spelling in literature to suggest non-standard pronunciations, which in fact are not non-standard at all, or rather, no different from standard pronunciation, e.g. wos or wuz [was] or wimmin [women]” (Wales 1995: 167), cf. suggestion of social inferiority and illiteracy
*** idiolect: “1) in sociolinguistics the speech habits of an individual in a speech community, as distinct from those of a group of people; idiolect also covers those features such as the more permanent features that arise from personal idiosyncrasies, such as lisping, monotone delivery, favourite exclamations, etc. 2) a system of individual stylistic features. Personal identity is seen not only in speech, then, but in writing habits: each author will have his or her idiolect or authorial style” (Wales 1995: 230)

Language: “the moment we open our mouth we situate ourselves sociolinguistically: our lexis, our pronunciation and the syntactic choices we make allow our interlocutor(s) to make inferences about our education, our geographical and social origins” (Black 2006: 63).

Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975) is a ground-breaking Russian philosopher, semiotician and literary critic, who argued that “to a greater or lesser extent, every novel is a dialogical system made up of the images of ‘languages’, styles and consciousnesses that are concrete and inseparable from language. Language in the novel not only represents, but itself serves as the object of representation”.

Heteroglossia (after Bakhtin): “this is identified as the defining feature of the novelistic discourse, as well as being characteristic of ordinary language use. It is essentially the combination of registers, sociolects, idiolects, professional jargons (or technical language), parody, genre (in both the linguistic and literary senses); the distinctive language of different generations, and diachronic changes in language” (Black 2006: 93).
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