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INTRODUCTION: BORN TO BE (VISUAL)
STORYTELLERS

Usually we think that stories are a separate part
of our daily life, but we actually are literally born
to produce and consume stories. As Jonathan
Gottschall wrote at the end of his book, “[pleople
don't go to story land because they want some-
thing startlingly new; they go because they want
the old comforts of the universal story grammar”
(2012: 212) and, before of that, “[f]iction, like co-
caine, is a drug. People may invent high-minded
aesthetic (or evolutionary) justifications for their
fiction habits, but story is just a drug we use to
escape from the boredom and brutality of real life.
Why do we go to see a Shakespeare play, or watch
a film, or read a novel? Ultimately, from Kessel's
point of view, it is not to expand our minds, ex-
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plore the human condition, or do anything else so
noble. We do it for kicks” (2012: 47). Stories, and
our capacity to produce them, are important to
our minds because they help us to organize our
experience with the word and with ourselves. Be-
sides, we can consider narrative as a real skill of
the human species as, e.g. the opposable thumb is
(Cometa, 2017).

Among all the existing kinds of stories that
we consume every day, we want to concentrate
on visual stories, i.e. those that are transmitted
through a pictorial and figurative form. This is a
very ancient attitude, well grounded in our bio-
cultural history. We have been making pictures
for at least 32.000 years, and the reason we do it
is probably connected with our necessity to pro-
duce stories by externalizing our inner visions
(Malafouris, 2007, 2013). This research repre-
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sents a part of a larger research concerning the
extending role of pictures for our cognition (Nog,
2011; Belting, 2001): pictures are a very particular
kind of sensum datum, they are not just a percept
that we see, they are the most effective kind of
virtual environment where fictional lives can be
represented. The concept of “presence in absence”
can easily summarize what we stated. Thanks to
their particular conception, pictures empower our
vision and give a visual substance to our thoughts,
or better, they are able to shape our mental image-
ry (Fingerhut, 2014).

A real, substantial and ground-breaking step
forward in this creative process occurred when
pictures became mechanical, 178 years ago, af-
ter the invention of photography. Since then,
media studies have deeply investigated the way
through which visual media—like movies, pho-
tographs and recent digital products—have influ-
enced our experience. Visual media have shaped
our imaginary, as Francesco Casetti’'s work has
clearly demonstrated (2005), as well as our abili-
ty to engage emotionally with characters on the
screen (Smith, 1995, Gallese, Guerra, 2015; Eugeni,
D’'Aloia, 2014; Carocci, 2014).

TIME IS THE GUILTY PARTY

Because of their simulative ecological character-
istics (their capacity in simulating different ecol-
ogies?), pictures have a high degree of similarity
with reality and what is important for real life is
just as valuable for pictorial perception. We would
like to focus our analysis on a particular kind of
mechanical picture based narrative story: TV se-
ries. TV series, as Veronica Innocenti and Gugliel-
mo Pescatore pointed out in their book (2008),
are a mish-mash of quite different visual prod-
ucts. But the difference is not confined to serial-
ity only: as stated above, visual narrative stories
have been strongly present since the beginning of
mankind, so we tried to categorize different forms
of storytelling, attempting to do a sort of archae-
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ology. The result is synthesized in the following
table: rock art/painting; novels; comics; cartoons/
anime; visual fanworks; movies; movie sagas; TV
series; videogames, politics (as a case of mediated
event). Criteria we have adopted in order to cre-
ate this list are simple: we collected different types
of visual products characterized by both “subject
persistence’—i.e. the persistence of the fiction-
al character in the narrative development—and
“visual feature” —or the fact that the stories are
told visually. Moreover, in this table we have de-
tected seven different variables that characterize
the experience of serial narrative fruition.

Table 1 also shows how visual media are com-
posed and how much the time variability affects
them. We highlighted what kind of changes we
can appreciate in an image, still or moving, after a
long-lasting exposition. We think in fact that it is
not possible to follow the psychological growth of
a character in a single painting, while this is one of
the things that matter the most in a TV series. We
also noticed how images can be influenced from
what happens in real world, even when they just
want to tell a fictional story (i.e. fanart creation is
strongly influenced by the existence of a reference
fictional world). We also introduced ‘news” as a
specific case of naturally counterfactual dependent
story: these kind of visual products are stories in
a certain way, but they show natural counterfac-
tual dependency, i.e. if something happens in real
world, then they change correspondingly (Walton,
1984; Currie, 1995). The summary shows that TV
series satisfy more than any other visual story cri-
teria for a deep and cognitively interfering engage-
ment. In the next paragraphs, we will try to offer a
distinction of the kinds of time involved during TV
series fruition, and therefore the mnemonic conse-
quences of such an engagement.

FRUITION AND ELABORATION TIME

Memory is a reconstructive process (Perfect,
Lindsay, 2013). We don't have a store of informa-
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TIME MEDIUM CHARACTERISTICS
VISUAL MEDIA icié i i
Characters' Actors' Subject Exposicién Me?hanlcaL AEJdIO/ Control of Natural
. de larga picture visual character counterfactual
growth growth persistence It .
duracién based perception agency dependency
Rock. 0 0 0,5 0,5 0 0 0 0
art/painting
Comics | 0 | 0 0 0 0
Cartoons [ 0 | 0 [ 0 0
Visual fanworks 0,5 0 | 0,5 0,5 0 0,5
Movies [ 0 0,5 | [ 0 0,5
Movie sagas [ | | | | 0 0,5
TV Series [ | | | [ 0 0,5
Videogames 0,5 0 0,5 0 | | 0
News 0 | 0,5 | [ 0 |

Tabla I. Caracteristicas de los medios visuales. Leyenda: 0 - ausente; 0,5 - presente de forma parcial; | - presente.

tion that can be accessed, consulted and left unal-
tered; if anything, memory is like a consciousness
re-lived and the degree of selective attention that
usually characterizes conscious experience char-
acterizes memory recall as well: “Recollection is a
conscious process which involves reinstatement
of an event from memory along with contextual
details and an accompanying sense of self” (Sa-
deh et al., 2014). Due to an inevitable estrange-
ment from the lived event, during this process we
might slightly change our memories: the more we
remember, the more we risk inventing. So time is
a crucial component for the insurgence of memo-
ry/reality misattributions.

The main, and perhaps most obvious, differ-
ence between a movie and a TV series is their
screening time. We believe that this difference
has to be considered when we discuss how fic-
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tional media can have a weak or a strong impact
on our cognitive system. In fact, the more we are
exposed to a medium, the more we get influenced.
A movie has a beginning and (most of time) a clear
ending, and requires the spectator an established
amount of time to be watched. Instead, TV series
have of course a beginning, but their endings are
postposed episode after episode and season after
season. TV series authors play with our nature of
curious human beings that need to know how a
story ends.

When we talk about audiovisual content, we
distinguish fruition time, that is the duration of the
episodes, from elaboration time, the time that, con-
sciously or unconsciously, we use to interpret and
file what we have watched in our memory. This
kind of time can be the interval between one epi-
sode and the other (generally a week) or between

45



\NOTEBOOK

TV SERIES SATISFY MORE THAN ANY
OTHER VISUAL STORY CRITERIA FOR A
DEEP AND COGNITIVELY INTERFERING
ENGAGEMENT

a season and the other, and sometimes it can last
even for a long time after the end of the TV series.

Fruition time is simply the time spent watch-
ing the visual product. It is thus pretty clear
that TV series need a lot of time, especially if
compared with movies. It is cognitively mean-
ingful that a visual product may last 50 hours or
even more. Besides, and this is a crucial clarifi-
cation, not only do we watch long-lasting visual
products, but such an amount of viewing is dis-
tributed throughout the years, so we start view-
ing a show and we watch it many times during
our personal and biological development. We
are obviously aware that recent technologies
have changed our viewing experiences, giving
us the possibility to choose how many episodes
to watch and when to do it, but in this paper
we have decided to take in consideration just
the traditional TV series watching experience,
made by single episodes weekly released by
broadcasters. By watching something that goes
on for years and years, we assist the physical
and psychological growth of both characters
and actors, and, in the end, we know them and
their story in the same way that we know those
of our friends or relative. This contributes to our
empathizing with their vicissitudes and feeling
affection for them. At this point, it does not re-
ally matter that they are not real characters,
because we are involved in their stories and we
want to know how they are going to solve their
problems. It may happen that we find similarity
between those fictional story and our memories
and we automatically look for a strong identi-
fication with them. This may help the embodi-
ment of the fictional media, since it is easier to
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categorize and understand it if we can confront
it with other experiences we had.

Movie sagas may be the only kind of audiovis-
ual product that could be considered similar to a
TV series, but their distribution is not as cyclical
as that of TV series. Most of the modern sagas
also belong to narrative universes that are com-
posed of different media (e.g. the Marvel world is
composed by comics, cartoons, videogames, mov-
ies and TV series). It could be said that the expe-
rience of a movie can be repeated and then be-
comes cyclical but, in this case, the product will
always be the same, as it is for Cecilia in The purple
rose of Cairo (Woody Allen, 1985), and it has no
new elements or character development. In fact,
rewatching a movie can only help us to catch ele-
ments that at the first viewing were lost or to give
us a better understanding of the story. At the end,
however, we add nothing new to characters’ psy-
chology or to their development, while this pro-
cessin TV seriesis always ongoing, like pieces of a
puzzle that the viewer is called to construct.

The assimilation of a TV series is a process
that is renewed from episode to episode, adding
details to our knowledge about the plot and the
characters and that influences our experiences.
We also suppose that the difference of time ef-
fects on memory between other visual media and
TV series depends not only on the fruition time
(short term story vs long term story), but also on
the fact that it is cyclical and assumes the char-
acteristics of a ritual to which we are not capable
of giving up. In the empty time left, we don't get
detached by the product, because of the elabora-
tion time. After the vision, in fact, comes the time
in which everything we have watched is assimi-
lated by our memory. We talk of elaboration time
when we examine the time that we spend after
(and sometimes before, thanks to paratexts such
as promotional photos, trailers, videos, etc.) we
have watched an audiovisual product. In psycho-
logical studies this phenomenon is known and
discussed as Post-Event Information (PEI) and is
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considered highly responsible of the insurgence
of false memories and source misattributions
(Ferree, Cahill, 2009). As Bruun Vaage (2014)
argues, long TV series allow spectators to create
strong bonds with the story and, of course, the
characters. Because of this bond, we can experi-
ence fictional worlds as if they were real. Horton
and Wohl (1956) defined this bond as a “parasocial
relationship” and, of course, it is possible that an
individual establishes it even with a movie char-
acter. It happens in Woody Allen’s movie The pur-
ple Rose of Cairo where this psychological bond
becomes real and the main character, Cecilia, falls
in love with her favorite movie character who,
breaking the fourth wall, emerges from the black-
and-white screen into the real world.

Elaboration is not always just an individual
process. It might happen that people get involved
together in the interest for a cultural object:
the most passionate form of this aggregation is
called fandom (Jenkins, 1992; Hills, 2002; Scagli-
oni, 2006). It works as a construction of a virtual
world where it is possible to share and elaborate
emotions that come from any cult object. In the
case of a TV series that goes on for years, fandom
is particularly stimulated to stay alive because
of the subject persistence, that, as we saw in the
scheme, is not present in every kind of media that
we examined.

Collective elaboration of audiovisual prod-
ucts helps media engagement on two sides. The
first one is strictly connected to the commercial
survival of the product: if people share it, talk
about it and get attached to it, it is probable that
it will go on for more than a single season. On the
other side, the fact that people share paratextual
or fan-made information, especially in a fandom
context, has the effect of stirring memories of
what we have watched, further increasing the
persistence value. Besides, the creation of fan-
made works based on a fictional product helps to
let it be alive and to become an important part
of the viewer's life that, with this cognitive play,
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can extend the pleasure they felt while they
were enjoying it. It is obvious that the subject
persistence of a TV series allows longer time of
elaboration and, for that reason, we can suppose
that our memories and knowledges are more
easily influenced by them. There is definitely a
connection between a viewer and its favourite
TV series and, as time goes on, it becomes strong-
er and harder to cut (when a TV series ends or is
no longer produced, is sometimes very hard to
detach from it). The next step is to try to estab-
lish how our memory can be influenced or even
mislead by fiction facts.

THAT WAS TRUE... | GUESS! SOURCE
MONITORING FRAMEWORK AND FALSE
MEMORIES

Today we know, as we will try to demonstrate,
that reality and fiction are conceivable to our con-
sciousness as two sides of the same coin. Source
Monitoring (Johnson, Hashtroudi, Lindsay, 1993)
is a model explaining how human beings man-
age—more or less consciously—the origin (the
source) of either a given perceptual datum or an
imagined thought. More precisely, according to
the source monitoring framework, there are at
least three important types of source monitor-
ing: internal-external reality monitoring, ex-
ternal source monitoring, and internal source
monitoring. We might say that Internal-External
reality monitoring is the general ability to distin-
guish reality from fiction, or personal thoughts
from perceived events; External Source Monitor-
ing refers to the ability to distinguish if a specific
fact was told by A or B; Internal Source Monitor-
ing, on the contrary, allows the discrimination of
what one thought from what one said.

Source monitoring is strictly connected with
other mnemonic states, such as false memories.
Generally these mechanisms work well and are
very important for our daily lives, but sometimes
they fail and lead us to make mistakes, which are
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not pathological or uncommon, but absolutely
normal. Today, as one can easily imagine, the
growth of media exposure has hugely compli-
cated the work that our cognitive source moni-
toring has to do, and has consequently increased
the occasions of source misattribution (Sparrow
et al., 2011)

We have selected three failure cases that we
consider appropriate for our discussion: cryp-
tomnesia; incorporating fictions in facts; false
memories and visual media. ‘Cryptomnesia is in-
advertent plagiarism that occurs when a person
produces something and believes that it is origi-
nal, self-generated product of the moment when,
in fact, it was perceived (or generated) earlier”
(Johnson, Hashtroudi, Lindsay, 1993: 13). This case
is phenomenologically clear to all of us, especial-
ly for scholars who believe they have had a very
brilliant and original idea just to discover that it
was not so original.

Incorporating fictions in facts goes directly to
the core of our issue. As it is reported in the ar-
ticle by Johnson et al., incorporation effects hap-
pen when any fictional account becomes general
knowledge; more precisely, a fiction becomes a
fact when its source is not ‘compartmentalized,’
i.e. when the subject is not able to recognize, re-
member, or detect the source where the informa-
tion comes from.

But the closest experimental repertoire to our
matter is probably the one concerning the insur-
gence of false memories, especially those coming
from picture related experimental tasks. What are
false memories exactly and how do they work?
There are a lot of researches focusing on false
memory effect (for a review see Newmann, Gar-
ry, 2013) that show how frequently and easily we
generate false memories relative to an event per-
ceived directly or via contemporary media.

Since the early 2000s many research groups
have been working on the effect that photographs
have on the insurgence of false memories. The pi-
oneer article by Wade et al. (2002) suggested—and
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WE DISTINGUISH FRUITION TIME, THAT IS
THE DURATION OF THE EPISODES, FROM
ELABORATION TIME, THE TIME THAT,
CONSCIOUSLY OR UNCONSCIOUSLY,
WE USE TO INTERPRET AND FILE IN OUR
MEMORY WHAT WE HAVE WATCHED

successive research articles seem to confirm this
point—that photographs can alter autobiograph-
ical memories, not only by modifying pre-exist-
ing memories, but by provoking completely new
ones, perceived by the subject as real events they
never actually lived. The experimental procedure
was simple: pictures of their own childhood were
administered to the subjects, and altered in such
a way that the original picture was mounted into
a fictional scenario (in this case, a hot air balloon
ride). After exposure, the subjects were asked
three times in a timespan of three weeks if they
remembered the event: a false autobiographical
memory occurred when subjects declared not
only that they remembered the event, but also
when they added further information not por-
trayed in the picture (for a review see Parisi, 2015).

The insurgence of a false memory is strictly
connected with the personal experience, meaning
that the distortion process of a given remembered
fact depends on one’s own general knowledge of
the world. We would like to understand to what
extent the inverse process is also valid: is it possi-
ble for fictional events to alter our general knowl-
edge of the world? What kind of sources are more
suitable for this effect and why?

PICTURES IN THE BRAIN

A possible answer to the last question stems
from the studies on mental imagery. Mental im-
agery is the ability of human beings to visualize
‘with the mind’s eye” (Kosslyn, 1994) previously
lived experiences. We are obliged to superficial-
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ly treat the issue, that was much debated during
the 90s in cognitive science literature, especially
with respect to a point: the representational for-
mat of mental images is linguistic or picture-like?
(Tye, 1991; Kosslyn, 1994; Pylyshyn, 2002). After
more than 20 years of vigorous debate, the pic-
ture-like hypothesis seems to be the correct one,
and the argument adopted to justify this choice
is relative to the fact that brain visual areas (ar-
eas computationally involved in visual percep-
tion) are also active during mental imagery tasks:
if a subject sees an object or the subject mentally
visualizes that object, we assist to a partial over-
lapped activation of brain areas responsible for
perception (Ganis et al., 2004; Pearson, Kosslyn,
2015, Naselaris et al., 2015).

But this is not the whole story: what'’s the re-
lationship between mental imagery and picture
perception? What we have just said is relative
to natural perception, but the discussion should
take into account the role of pictures for men-
tal imagery. A possible answer, briefly present-
ed here, might be the one given by the philos-
opher Evan Thompson (2008). The author tries
to sketch a phenomenological account of mental
imagery for picture perception by distinguish-
ing four different cognitive functions: on one
side we have perception; on the other, there are
side picture-viewing, remembering and imagin-
ing. He argues that while perception is the only
one among these cognitive functions which is
presentational, picture-viewing, remembering
and imagining are re-presentational (Thompson,
2008: 405), even though only picture-viewing is
both presentational and re-presentational: when
we look at a picture, in fact, we see both the phys-
ical vehicle where the picture is impressed and
the absent pictorial subject. When we remem-
ber or imagine something we don’'t experience,
something like a picture with our mind’s eye,
but “we could say that to visualize X is to men-
tally re-present X by subjectively simulating or
emulating a neutralized perceptual experience
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of X” (Thompson, 2008: 408). With “neutralized
perceptual experience” he means an experience
whose factuality is not necessary: it can be real,
fictional or imagined.

In other words, imagining and remembering
are quite similar cognitive abilities, with respect
to the simulation/emulation of the visualized
object, but they differ with respect to their phe-
nomenological and doxastic implications. How-
ever, we have argued that the phenomenological
distinction between remembering and imag-
ining may be seriously compromised by source
misattribution, so we can be phenomenologically
convinced that we are experiencing something
by remembering it when instead we are actually
imagining it. Or, at a different level, we may be
convinced that we are remembering a real fact
while we are remembering a fictional one.

IS IT POSSIBLE FOR FICTIONAL EVENTS TO
ALTER OUR GENERAL KNOWLEDGE OF
THE WORLD?

Mental imagery and picture-perception are
strictly connected, because experiencing mental
imagery and experiencing pictures are both rep-
resentational experiences. The decisive consider-
ation about this point comes from psychological
literature, where many articles highlight that
both pictures and mental imagery have an im-
portant role in deflecting our phenomenological
capacity to attribute its own correct arrangement
to a source (Nash et al., 2009).

The role played by imagery is crucial for mi-
sattribution: “A typical study investigating this
phenomenon requires participants to indicate in
a questionnaire whether they remember expe-
riencing various events as a child (e.g., were you
ever bitten by a dog? Did you ever find $20 on
the street?). They are later asked to imagine ex-
periencing some of these events that they initial-
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ly said they did not experience. Some events are
imagined once, some several times and some not
at all. After the imagery task, when probed about
what events really happened in their childhood,
they reported greater confidence in having expe-
rienced the events that they were asked to imagine,
with confidence increasing the more times the event
had been imagined” (Henkel, Carbuto, 2008, em-
phasis added).

However, even though research suggests that
something like a “picture-superiority effect” and
“sound-superiority effect” occur in recall tasks,
probably because of their similarity with natural
and ecological percepts experienced in real life sit-
uations, narratives also play a crucial role in rein-
venting source information (Mulligan, 2013; Gar-
ry, Wade, 2005). In all cases, indeed, time seems to
be the most important variable for the process of
misattribution. Not only does temporal estrange-
ment from the perceived event increase the risks
of confusion considerably—this is quite obvious
and biologically plausible—but Post-Event Infor-
mation (PEI) also produces the same effect. Ex-
perimental and philosophical data do not give us
a definitive answer for the effects of visual endur-
ing exposure. Studies on mental imagery and false
memories strongly suggest that visual products
play a very important role in source monitoring
failures, but this is not enough to state a superi-
ority effect.

What seems clear from the recollection of
the experiments is that a false memory emerges
when we forget something, so that we are para-
doxically influenced by what we don't remember.
Therefore a freed, intense aesthetic experience
could facilitate a better memorization of narrative
facts, more than a distracted and low-engaging
news consumption. However, the implicit knowl-
edge that news represents actual stories (counter-
factual dependency) might push us to consider it
as trustworthy and more related to actual events,
and as a consequence, as a better candidate to
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be transformed by our mnestic recall in general
knowledge. B
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IDENTIFICATION, MEMORY, ELABORATION.
THE IMPORTANCE OF TIME IN THE CONTEXT
OF THE TV SERIES FRUITION

IDENTIFICACION, MEMORIA, ELABORACION.
LA IMPORTANCIA DEL TIEMPO EN EL CONTEXTO
DEL DISFRUTE DE LAS SERIES DE TELEVISION

Abstract

Starting with the assumption that mechanical pictures have
had the biggest impact on pictorial narration Homo sapiens
has ever engaged with, in this paper we will try to collect
some evidence in order to summarize what we nowadays
know about the effects of a long-lasting mechanical picture
exposure. The main hypothesis is that TV series are powerful
storytelling products that alter the cognitive mechanism -
known in literature as “source monitoring” - that allows the
distinction between reality and fiction.

As perceivers, we engage in a perceptual relationship
with pictures surrounding us. They employ a visual retro-
active effect on our cognition, namely memory alteration
effects that may be elicited by both ethic and aesthetic judg-
ments of perceivers: what would I have done in her shoes
(ethical judgement)? What would I have felt in her shoes
(aesthetical judgment)? We will argue that the time needed
for TV series fruition is the most important variable for this
psychological phenomenon. More precisely, we distinguish
between fruition time and elaboration time. By proposing a
comparison between different visual media products, we will
show both experimental data and philosophical arguments
emphasizing the role of long-lasting picture exposure and
visual feature of tales for the insurgence of source misattribu-
tion. More importantly, we will furthermore try to address
the role of mental imagery in this scenario, showing how the
phenomenological correspondence between mental image-
ry and picture perception, along with the normal process of
mnemonic retrieval, are crucial for the occurrence of source
misattribution.

Key words
Fruition time; Elaboration time; Source misattribution; Men-
tal imagery; Memory; Post event information.
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Resumen
Tomando como punto de partida la suposicion de que las
imagenes mecanicas han tenido el mayor impacto de toda la
narracion grafica con la que el homo sapiens ha conectado,
en este articulo trataremos de recopilar algunas pruebas con
el fin de resumir lo que sabemos hoy en dia sobre los efectos
de una exposicion duradera a imagenes mecanicas. La hipo-
tesis principal es que las series de televisién son productos
narrativos influyentes que alteran el mecanismo cognitivo
—denominado en los estudios como «monitorizacion de las
fuentes»— que permite distinguir entre realidad y ficcion.
Como receptores, establecemos una relacién perceptiva
con las imagenes que nos rodean. Estas utilizan un efecto re-
troactivo en nuestra cognicion, a saber, efectos de alteracién
de la memoria que podrian ser la respuesta tanto a juicios
éticos como estéticos de los receptores: ;qué habria hecho yo
en su lugar (juicio ético)? ;Qué habria sentido yo en su lu-
gar (juicio estético)? Argumentaremos que el tiempo necesa-
rio para el disfrute de las series de television es la variable
mas importante en este fendmeno psicolégico. Para ser mas
precisos, distinguimos entre tiempo de disfrute y tiempo de
elaboracién. Al proponer una comparacion entre los distintos
productos audiovisuales, expondremos los datos del experi-
mento y los argumentos filoséficos que destacan el papel de la
exposicion duradera a las imdgenes y las caracteristicas visuales
de las historias en el surgimiento de la atribucién errénea de
las fuentes. Lo que es mas importante, también intentaremos
abordar el papel de la imagineria mental en esta situacién,
demostrando cémo la correspondencia fenomenoldgica entre
imaginerfa mental y percepcién de las imagenes, junto con
el proceso normal de recuperacién nemotécnica, son con-
cluyentes para que se produzca la atribucién erréonea de las
fuentes.
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nea de las fuentes; imagineria mental; memoria; informacion
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