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Each of the twelve chapters in Seeing into Screens 
employs eye tracking technologies and research 
as a probe to explore the cinematic experience, 
resulting in a panoramic collection that theorizes 
the field’s potential while also demonstrating 
its limitations. Many of the book’s contributors 
discuss at length the particular issue of bottom-
up (stimulus-based) versus top-down (intention-
based) perception, and the book as a whole mirrors 
this paradigm in both its structure and its goal. The 
book is divided into two halves: “Section 1: Seeing 
the Eye” can be seen as the bottom-up approach 
to explore the relationship between the eye and 
the screen while “Section 2: The Eye Seeing” can 

be seen as the top-down approach to define the 
intersection between empiricism and theory. 
The editors, all members of the Eye Tracking 
and Moving Image Research Group, position this 
collection as part of a “growing interest over the 
past few decades in whether and how research 
in cognitive and neurosciences can contribute to 
what might be defined as the more interpretive, 
philosophical and aesthetic concerns of the visual 
arts, and of film in particular.” Centralizing this 
contention between empiricism and theory 
results in varying frameworks, methodologies, 
and analyses across the essays despite their mutual 
grounding in the established vocabulary of the field.

Stephen Doherty and Jan-Louis Kruger in 
“The Development of Eye Tracking in Empirical 
Research on Subtitling and Captioning” set out 
this vocabulary as a collection of primary and 
secondary measures. Of the primary measures, 
“Fixation count is the raw numerical count of 
fixations. It is also reported as dwell count. Fixation 
duration, then, is the length of a given fixation 
or series of fixations reported in milliseconds 
or seconds … Saccade count is the raw numerical 
count of saccades in the given area, and saccade 
length/duration reports the respective length 
of each saccade.” The secondary measures are 
derived from these primary measures and include 
variables such as gaze time, areas of interest, time 
to first fixation, glances, revisits, and scanpaths. 
Each researcher, then, takes these established eye 
tracking concepts and puts them into discourse 
with other areas of academic film theory and 
criticism, from contending with Sergei Eisenstein 
(chapters 4 and 5) or Noël Carroll (chapter 2) to 
intervening in the practices of subtitling (chapters 
3, 11, and 12) or the study of genre films (chapters 
6 and 8). These divergent methodologies present 
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the potential applications of eye tracking research 
in cinema and media studies, but they also produce 
contentious differences within the collection itself. 

Key among these issues is an inconsistent 
methodology for the application of data, which is 
further degraded by the minute scale on which these 
experiments are produced. The first three chapters 
feature no new eye tracking data of their own and 
instead opt to cite previous studies that tangentially 
support their chapters’ goals. On the other hand, 
the essays which produce their own experimental 
results suffer from inconsistencies in both sample 
size and extrapolation of data. No sample of 
participants used in this collection exceeds double 
digits, and as such, many of the conclusions drawn 
from the data cannot be easily generalized. As a 
result, some of the chapters’ attempts to grapple 
with established film theory are inconclusive, 
calling for more studies of larger sample sizes.

William Brown’s “In Order to See, You Must 
Look Away: Thinking About the Eye” attempts to 
flip the field on its head. He suggests that while 
most eye tracking research focuses on the eye’s 
fixation, we should be equally investigating the role 
of saccades and eye blinks in consuming media. 
“Akin to sleeping and blinking, then, saccades 
provide a necessary moment of blindness that 
allows us to see what is before us during fixations.” 
That is, our memories and understanding of what 
we see hinge on moments of blindness in the eye 
itself. Ann-Kristin Wallengren and Alexander 
Strukelj support Brown’s claim in “Into the Film 
with Music: Measuring Eyeblinks to Explore 
the Role of Film Music in Emotional Arousal 
and Narrative Transportation” by demonstrating 
that eyeblinks may indeed be used as a measure 
of narrative immersion. The researchers showed 
55 participants a permutation of 3 film clips 

accompanied by 3 soundtracks, and they 
found that when the pace of the music and the 
editing match, viewer eyeblinks nearly double. 

Music may affect our eyeblinks and narrative 
immersion, but Jonathan P. Batten and Tim J. 
Smith show us in “Looking at Sound: Sound 
Design and the Audiovisual Influences on Gaze” 
that that is the extent of music’s influence. Using 
48 participants, these researchers showed their 
subjects film clips with a single “audio condition.” 
That is, while the visuals were consistent, the 
audio was only either music, sound effects, 
dialogue, or silence. The results were negative; 
audio did not “significantly influence” viewer gaze 
patterns. Perhaps the best attempt to reconcile 
screen theory with eye tracking research in this 
collection is by Laura Henderson in “Discordant 
Faces, Duplicitous Feelings: The Eye’s Affective 
Lures of Drive.” She complicates issues of screen 
direction like composition, frames-within-frames, 
and mirrors by placing them in dialogue with eye 
tracking principles like central bias and attentional 
synchrony. She says Drive communicates “through 
a form of gesture that relies on the quirks of 
visual perception” such as the eye’s proclivity 
for gesture or mirrors that speak “directly to 
the ways that our eyes scan the visual field.”

The studies in Seeing into Screens position 
themselves as exploratory, looking to expand the 
field of inquiry and applications of eye tracking 
technologies in cinema research, and while some 
scout important dead ends, many form strong 
arguments for continued research especially in the 
areas of subtitling and music’s effects on viewer 
attention. This collection covers a broad range of 
applications for eye tracking research and leaves the 
reader with a strong foundational knowledge of the 
types of projects this technology may undertake.
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