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Abstract:

The objective of this study is to examine how lighting and mise-en-scéne contribute to audience perception of mystery and spatial fear in two
of David Fincher’s crime films. This quantitative survey-based study utilized a researcher-designed questionnaire consisting of 20 items
across five constructs: direct lighting, indirect lighting, shadow intensity, spatial composition, and frame balance. Using Cochran’s formula,
a sample of 384 participants was selected, all of whom had previously viewed both films. Data were collected using a five-point Likert scale
and analyzed through descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alpha reliability testing, exploratory factor analysis (EFA), Pearson correlation, and
ANOVA using SPSS software. Results showed high reliability for all constructs (a = 0.81-0.87). Factor analysis confirmed four strong
factors, supported by a KMO value of 0.873. Correlation tests revealed significant relationships between perceived spatial fear and shadow
intensity, direct lighting, and spatial composition, while indirect lighting showed weaker associations. ANOVA indicated significant group
differences across expertise areas for direct lighting and spatial composition, with architecture participants exhibiting higher sensitivity to
these constructs. The findings indicate that controlled lighting, shadow intensity, and spatial architecture play critical roles in producing
mysterious and enigmatic atmospheres in Fincher’s films, demonstrating that audience perception of fear and ambiguity is strongly shaped
by lighting design and mise-en-scene.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The visual construction of cinematic space plays a central role in shaping audience perception, emotional engagement, and
cognitive interpretation. Within this domain, lighting and mise-en-scéne operate not merely as aesthetic tools but as integral
mechanisms that structure narrative tension, spatial ambiguity, and affective resonance. Recent scholarship in cinematic
cognition and film aesthetics has demonstrated that lighting techniques directly influence emotional arousal, empathy,
perceptual valence, and the viewer’s cognitive stance toward unfolding events (4). Studies on high-contrast lighting further
indicate that chiaroscuro environments intensify affective mimicry and heighten the viewer’s sensitivity to narrative cues,
making lighting a core determinant of emotional orientation (3). Within contemporary cinema, especially genres dealing with
crime, mystery, and psychological complexity, lighting has thus become a principal language through which suspense, hidden
meanings, and narrative uncertainty are articulated.

Parallel to this, color perception and the emotional dynamics of filmic imagery have been explored extensively. Research
in color-emotion prediction reveals that color composition and temperature directly affect fine-grained emotional interpretation
in moving images (2). Complementing this perspective, recent neuroimaging studies show that the combined effect of color
and editing shapes neural responses associated with emotional intensity and interpretive depth (11). In connection to genre-
specific studies, investigations into lighting in horror and thriller films confirm that cool tones, shadow density, and directional
light patterns heighten unease and anticipatory fear (5, 6). These findings provide a relevant theoretical foundation for analyzing
films by David Fincher, whose signature visual style is defined by muted palettes, low-key lighting, controlled shadow
geometry, and spatially restrictive mise-en-scene (15).

Beyond lighting, the spatial logic of mise-en-scéne contributes substantially to how viewers perceive narrative ambiguity.
Theoretical work in cinematic architecture highlights that spatial organization—corridors, enclosed interiors, limited sightlines,
and spatial layering—shapes emotional engagement and modulates cognitive interpretation of narrative cues (9). Armstrong
and Cutting argue that filmmakers rely on specific physical variables within the frame, including spatial balance, depth cues,
and visual density, to modulate attentional load and guide viewer inference (1). Studies on embodied metaphors in cinema
similarly show that spatial compositions evoke emotional schema and facilitate metaphorical interpretation of danger, tension,
and uncertainty (7). These insights reinforce the notion that mise-en-scene is integral to constructing the “affective architecture”

through which viewers experience cinematic mystery.
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From a semiotic perspective, Barthesian approaches to photographic and cinematic imagery underscore that lighting and
spatial codes carry culturally embedded symbols and secondary meanings that guide interpretation (13). McGowan’s Lacanian
analysis of the cinematic gaze deepens this perspective, emphasizing how lighting and framing situate the viewer within power
relations of seeing and being seen, thereby producing tension and ambiguity (14). Such frameworks are particularly relevant to
the dark, meticulous visual landscapes of Fincher’s crime films, where the interplay of shadow, off-screen space, and
constrained architecture constructs a psychological environment of uncertainty.

Moreover, emerging research in digital cinematography and lighting education demonstrates that lighting design is
increasingly treated as a measurable and reproducible construct, with pedagogical frameworks developed even within virtual
and metaverse environments (12). This transition highlights the precision and intentionality behind lighting in contemporary
filmmaking—qualities central to Fincher’s stylistic identity. McDonnell’s recent work illustrates how variations in light color,
realism, and shadow geometry influence emotional perception of both real and virtual human faces (10), reinforcing the idea
that lighting is a quantifiable and psychologically consequential variable.

Taken together, these theoretical, experimental, and technological perspectives provide the foundation for examining how
lighting and mise-en-scéne contribute to constructing enigmatic and suspense-laden atmospheres in David Fincher’s crime
films. Given his distinctive visual strategies and the documented emotional impact of lighting and spatial design, a systematic
empirical examination is warranted. The present study therefore investigates how elements of lighting and mise-en-scéne
contribute to the perception of mystery and spatial fear in Fincher’s films Gone Girl and The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo.

Methods and Materials

This quantitative study employed a structured survey instrument designed to assess audience perceptions of lighting, shadow
intensity, spatial composition, frame balance, and the resulting sense of spatial fear and mystery. Participants were selected
based on prior familiarity with the two target films, ensuring that responses reflected actual viewing experience. A total of 384
respondents completed the instrument, based on Cochran’s formula for adequate sample size in social-science research. The
questionnaire included Likert-scale items measuring direct lighting, indirect lighting, shadow intensity, spatial composition,
frame balance, and perceived spatial fear. Reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, and internal consistency was
confirmed across all constructs. Data analysis included descriptive statistics, Pearson correlations, exploratory factor analysis
(EFA) with Oblimin rotation, and ANOVA to examine group differences across fields of expertise (architecture, cinema,
perceptual psychology). All analyses were performed using SPSS.

Findings

Reliability analysis demonstrated strong internal consistency across all constructs, with Cronbach’s alpha values ranging
from 0.81 to 0.87 for individual subscales and 0.85 for the overall instrument. KMO value (0.873) and Bartlett’s test confirmed
sampling adequacy and sufficient inter-item correlations for factor analysis. EFA results extracted four distinct factors—direct
lighting, indirect lighting, spatial composition, and frame balance—with high and clean loadings, indicating robust construct
validity.

Correlation analysis revealed that direct lighting, shadow intensity, and spatial compaosition exhibited the strongest positive
correlations with perceived spatial fear. Shadow intensity showed the highest correlation, suggesting its dominant role in
shaping fear and mystery. Indirect lighting showed weaker and less consistent associations. Spatial composition demonstrated
a solid positive correlation with fear perception, indicating that spatial layout and organization significantly influence viewers’

sense of uncertainty and narrative tension.
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ANOVA results indicated significant group differences across expertise categories. Architecture participants rated direct
lighting and spatial composition mare strongly than participants from cinema or perceptual psychology fields, demonstrating
heightened sensitivity to spatial and lighting structures. No significant differences were found for indirect lighting or frame
balance.

Overall, results confirm that lighting and spatial design are central to constructing ambiguous and fear-laden atmospheres
in the two films, with shadow intensity and spatial composition emerging as the strongest predictors of perceived mystery.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings highlight the centrality of lighting—particularly direct lighting and shadow intensity—in shaping the viewer’s
experience of mystery and spatial fear. The strong predictive power of shadow intensity suggests that the manipulation of
darkness, contrast, and occluded visual fields plays a decisive role in generating tension and uncertainty. Spatial composition
also emerged as a key component, demonstrating that the arrangement of architectural elements, pathways, and visual
obstructions materially contributes to the perception of enigmatic space.

The distinct sensitivities across participant groups, especially the higher evaluation by architecture experts, underscore the
importance of spatial literacy in interpreting cinematic environments. Film viewers with architectural training appear more
attuned to spatial constraints, depth cues, and the organization of space, which supports the notion that cinematic mystery is
not only narrative but profoundly spatial in nature.

Overall, the results affirm that lighting and mise-en-scéne function as deliberate strategies for constructing psychological
tension and narrative ambiguity. The two Fincher films studied display consistent patterns in their visual design that align with
the empirical associations identified in the findings. Lighting and spatial composition work together to create constrained,
shadow-rich environments that foster perceptual instability and enhance the audience’s sense of investigative engagement. The
study concludes that the enigmatic atmosphere characteristic of Fincher’s crime cinema emerges from a synergistic interplay
between controlled lighting, shadow geometry, and spatial architecture, revealing the power of visual design in shaping

emotional and cognitive experience.
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