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On 13 December 2023, the PEA research group at the University of Genoa hosted
Murray Smith for a workshop on his Film, Art, and the Third Culture: A Naturalized
Aesthetics of Film, an event prompted in part by its Italian translation, under the
title Cinema, evoluzione, neuroscienze: Un’estetica naturalizzata del film, which won the
Limina award for best Italian translation of a major contribution to film studies.
On that occasion, Enrico Terrone (University of Genoa, PI of the PEA ERC pro-
ject), Adriano D’Aloia (University of Bergamo, one of the prime movers behind
the Italian translation), Federica Cavaletti (University of Milan), and I (post-doc
on the PEA ERC project) presented papers engaging the central themes of Smith’s
book, with Smith responding to each of them and to interventions from the audi-
ence. It was a well-attended and stimulating event and, given the success of the
workshop and the strong sense of intellectual and human rapport that developed
among the participants, we decided it would be a good idea to publish a written
version of the workshop. Argumenta struck us as the natural venue: an Italian jour-
nal with an international profile, a strong presence in analytic philosophy, and an
openness to interdisciplinary debate that makes it an apt home for sustained dis-
cussion of naturalistic approaches to film. We were right: the proposal was ac-
cepted and, two years after the original workshop, this symposium is the result.
Whether this was a good idea is now for you, the reader, to judge.

This published symposium comprises five papers on Film, Art, and the Third
Culture, and a concluding response by Smith that tackles all the issues raised by
the papers thematically. We originally considered including a précis by Smith, but
chose not to do so for three reasons: to keep the symposium lean; because a recent
open-access précis is already available in Estetika (Smith 2019); and because Adri-
ano D’Aloia’s contribution serves as an effective entry point to the book’s central
themes, aims and methods. We also invited an additional contributor, Iris Vidmar
Jovanovi¢, who has long worked on Smith’s ideas and, more broadly, on many
of the issues tackled in his book. Her sustained engagement with this body of work
made her an ideal additional interlocutor, able both to situate Smith’s proposals
within the wider literature and to extend the discussion beyond the issues raised
at the Genoa workshop. What follows briefly maps the contributions to give you
a roadmap of the symposium.

As noted, D’Aloia’s “Film Theory in the Mirror” is a perfect introduction to
the discussion that both orients newcomers and sharpens the live questions about
reduction, explanation, and the scope of empirical methods. It treats Film, Art,
and the Third Culture as a landmark in the conversation between film theory and
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the cognitive sciences, and as an occasion to reconsider the basic assumptions of
film studies in light of neuroscience. He presents Smith’s “third culture” as a pro-
gramme of “cooperative naturalism” that triangulates phenomenology, psychol-
ogy, and neuroscience, and places this programme within a broader critical land-
scape that asks how the humanities can work with scientific models without sur-
rendering their interpretive autonomy. By setting Smith’s book alongside other
tendencies—such as bioculturalism and Neurofilmology—D’ Aloia portrays Film,
Art, and the Third Culture as both a theoretical proposal and a methodological chal-
lenge: a site for experimenting with new interdisciplinary configurations that un-
settle the habits of traditional film scholarship and reshape how we think about
cinematic experience today.

Cavaletti’s “It Takes... Three! Enhancing Phenomenological Evidence in the
Triangulation Approach to Aesthetic Experience” presses a constructive chal-
lenge: if triangulation truly “takes three”, then phenomenological evidence must
be gathered and assessed with the same rigour we demand of psychological and
neurophysiological data. She clarifies the nature of first-person evidence, surveys
contemporary methods, and makes a sustained case for micro-phenomenology,
proposing concrete protocols for integrating disciplined first-person reports into
aesthetics.

My paper “Triangulating Depiction: Pictorial Experience, Vision Science,
and the Standard of Correctness”, meanwhile, extends triangulation to what un-
derlies our visual engagement with film—the fact that films are moving depic-
tions. Drawing on vision science and philosophical accounts of pictorial experi-
ence, I first argue for Wollheim’s seeing-in as empirically supported, and then
emphasise that pictures are cultural products grounded in authorial intentions,
conventions, and norms, before proposing a way in which a naturalised account
could shed light on the relationship between a subset of these norms—what Woll-
heim termed “the standard of correctness”—and pictorial experience.

Terrone’s “Squaring the Triangle: Structure, Function, Appearance and the
Norms of Art” further reflects on the normative aspects of our engagements with
films and argues that Smith’s methodological triangle remains one vertex short.
Alongside structure, function, and appearance, Terrone adds normativity to ex-
plain why artworks can and should be experienced in certain ways. On his view,
artworks are a particular species of the genus “technical artifacts” that he calls
“experiential artifacts”, and the functions of experiential artifacts are socially sta-
bilised by communities as constitutive norms. Just as artifacts ought to perform
in certain ways, artifacts’ users ought to respond in the right, intended way, for
the right reasons. The same holds for works of art and their users: artworks’ us-
ers—appreciators—are likewise subject to norms of proper use. Appreciation thus
differs from mere enjoyment: it is the proper use that targets merited pleasure and
a shared core of comprehension, on which interpretation builds. Terrone’s pro-
posal “squares” triangulation by acknowledging the irreducibility of the ought
within a naturalised aesthetics.

The charge that Smith’s book pays insufficient attention to the social and nor-
mative dimensions of art and film is also at stake in Iris Vidmar Jovanovi¢’s “Eval-
uating the Prospects of the Third Culture: Some Thoughts on Murray Smith’s Nat-
uralized Aesthetics”, though her focus is distinct from Terrone’s. She argues that a
credible third-culture programme must do more to accommodate (i) spectators’
moral engagements with films and (ii) the wider social nature and cultural embed-
dedness of cinematic experience. By foregrounding ethical engagement and socially
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inflected patterns of response, she invites an expansion of triangulation that remains
naturalistic while better addressing value, agency, and community.

The symposium closes with a response from Murray Smith. Distilling some
central concerns arising in the exchange and in the book itself, Smith argues that
we must, in the words of his title, “Walk the Line”—between culture and biology,
and humanistic and scientific method; between perception, cognition, and emo-
tion; and between reality and its representation in art.

Together, these essays revisit and extend the agenda of Film, Art, and the Third
Culture: they demonstrate how triangulation can be deepened empirically (through
micro-phenomenology and vision science), broadened conceptually (by integrating
normativity), and situated within the moral and social textures of spectatorship. We
hope the exchange both clarifies the terrain and spurs further work across the hu-
manities and the sciences on the nature of art, appreciation and cinematic experi-
ence, and that, in the end, you will judge this symposium worth the effort.!
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