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This following seeks to account for pleasure experienced in implicit inferential 

comprehension contingent upon the activation of mutual cognitive environments 

found in narrative cinema. By “implicit inferences” I refer to the meaning obtained 

while processing inputs within a film or in other words, for the perceiver to comprehend 

what is implied.  Fauconnier & Turner (2000, 2002) describe the act of making 

successful inferences a conceptual blend. One aim of this paper is to account for the 

pleasure experienced through making a successful blend.  This success, however, is 

contingent upon the relationship between the filmmakers, the perceiver, and the 

inputs in question.  The filmmakers and the perceiver must share similar cognitive 

environments.  Sperber & Wilson (1986, 1990, 1995) and Wilson & Sperber (2004) 

account for this relationship that forges successful implicit inferences with what they 

call relevance theory, a pragmatic theory of relation, which follows that, “any utterance 

addressed to someone automatically conveys the presumption of its own relevance” 

(1990: 143).  In the following, I intend to describe this contingency.  I hope to 

illustrate how making a conceptual blend is contingent upon the input being relevant 

to the perceiver’s specific cognitive environment.  Therefore, I propose that relevance 

theory and blending theory are intrinsically linked.  I posit that a higher cognitive 

effect (pleasure) depends upon the relevance of the input presented in a film. To 

illustrate this, I will provide a systematic, multimodal analysis of three scenes in Scott 

Pilgrim vs. The World (2010).  This film was selected as an object of study due its 

particular reliance on pop cultural and multimedia implicatures that require the 

perceiver to draw on their specific cognitive environment in order to make sense of 

the implicit inferences inherent in the conceptual blends. 

A basic assumption of this paper is that a perceiver maintains a more or less 

unique cognitive environment, which filmmakers intentionally exploit in a symbiotic 

relationship based upon mutual cognitive environments.   According to S&W (1986) 

communication seeks to “enlarge mutual cognitive environments” (176). W&S (2004) 

define a relevant input as any “background information” (sight, sound, utterance, or 

memory) with which the perceiver makes “conclusions that matter to him” (608).  In 

other words, they have and use their own specific cognitive environment while in the 
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act of processing an input.  Proceeding with this assumption, W&S (2004) state, “in 

relevance-theoretic terms, an input is relevant to an individual when its processing in a 

context of available assumptions yields a positive cognitive effect” (251). This can be 

done in various ways, which W&S suggest: “by answering a question he had in mind, 

improving his knowledge on a certain topic, settling a doubt, confirming a suspicion, or 

correcting a mistaken impression” (251, my emphasis).  Van der Henst & Sperber 

(2004) clarify this “positive cognitive effect” in Experimental Pragmatics.  They claim, 

“inputs are not just relevant or irrelevant; when relevant they are more or less so.  A 

relatively high degree of relevance is what makes some inputs worth processing” (142).  

If this is true, we should be able to see the effects in something as ubiquitous as 

narrative cinema.  Accordingly and as this is a paper which seeks to account for 

pleasure in narrative cinema, I posit my first question, which is one of degree.  

Following the above argument, the degree of relevance is linked to the level of 

worthiness for the perceiver to process it, there is a greater cognitive effect when there 

is a higher degree of relevance for the perceiver.  I ask, then, is there a greater degree 

of pleasure experienced when there exists a greater degree of relevance for the 

perceiver?  Can an amalgamation of blending theory and relevance theory account 

for pleasure in narrative cinema? 

Through an analysis of both the conceptual blends and the presumption of 

relevance to a perceiver by which they were created, I intend to show that pleasure 

results from cognition of these blends, but that comprehension is contingent upon 

their relevance to the perceiver’s cognitive environment.  Failure to be relevant results 

in confusion and/or ignorance and thus a shallower depth of pleasure or in S&W’s 

terms, a negative cognitive effect. The corpus in question consists of an analysis of the 

conceptual blends found within three scenes of the film Scott Pilgrim vs. The World (dir. 

Edgar Wright, 2010):  1) the studio logo and opening scene, 2) the fight scene between 

Scott and Matthew Patel, and 3) the final battle between Scott and Gideon Graves.  

As the conceptual blends found within the film are presented as the objects of study, I 

will include a brief of explanation of conceptual blending.  In the conclusion, I will 

discuss possibilities for future research involving this blending-relevance-theory’s potential 

implications for aesthetic taste.  Because the discourse in pragmatics, relevance theory, 

and blending theory has been largely limited to analyses of verbal manifestations 

(Goatley 1994, Larkin Galiñanes 2000, Pilkington 2000, S&W 1986, 1990, 1995, 

1998, 2002, W&S 1992, 2004, and Van der Henst & Sperber 2004) with exceptions 
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including pictorial advertisements (Forceville 1994, 1996 and Pateman 1983, 1986), 

and comics (Forceville 2005) a systematic, multimodal account of their function (as 

found in cinema) should provide greater insight into the legitimacy of each general 

theory.   

Before I begin an analysis of the aforementioned corpus (conceptual blends as 

found in Scott Pilgrim vs. The World), I will first briefly explain the theory of conceptual 

blends and how they work in a multimodal medium such as film.  F&T (2002) outline 

this general theory of cognition, a concept by which humans are able to quickly 

ascertain meaning of creative communication by instantaneously processing the 

relevant qualities of two or more domains (inputs), which have shared or generic 

qualities, in a conceptual blended space that, if properly interpreted yield a rich hybrid 

concept.  In other words, human creativity is contingent upon comprehending a 

meaning that is greater then the sum of two parts.  See Figure 1. 

 
Figure 11 

An oft-quoted verbal example of this is given as, “a land yacht,” a phrase that a 

native-English speaker should interpret as a “large, luxurious automobile,” (Ibid. 356).  

It should be noted that although this theory is related to conceptual metaphor theory, 

developed by Lakoff & Johnson (1980), who claim “the essence of metaphor is understanding 

and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another” (Ibid. 5, emphasis in original), in my 

opinion blending theory accounts for non-metaphor (creative utterances beyond 

metaphors-in-the-narrow-sense).  Moreover, blending theory offers what F&T call an 

XYZ compound expression, which accounts for not simply the inputs or domains but 

also the systematic way in which a figurative sentence might be syntactically 

interpreted (2002: 142-165).  According to F&T, this is a unique offering to the study 

of linguistic meaning and “not a feature of any other theory of language, metaphor, 

                                                
1 Image taken from Mark Turner’s website: http://markturner.org/blending.html 
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rhetoric, or cognition that [they] know of,” (Ibid. 155).  While much discourse has 

been dedicated to the validity of blending theory, Forceville (book review, 2004) 

indicates that further research needs to be done to test F&T’s theory in visual or 

multimodal representations: 

At present, Fauconnier and Turner approach blends in a predominantly 
textual manner; however uptake is governed by many pragmatic factors 
(‘relevance is always relevance to an individual,’ S&W, 1995, 142-151).  
Similarly the notion of language use being fundamentally a ‘joint project’ 
between communicator and addressee (Clark 1996) is a pragmatic factor 
pertinent to blending theory concerns  (Forceville 2004, 87). 

If F&T’s theory is correct, then it should prove a productive tool to analyze how 

multimodal figurations are constructed and understood by perceivers with a cognitive 

environment related to the context of Scott Pilgrim vs. The World, that of video games, 

video gaming culture, and associated video gaming aesthetics.  It is my intention to 

show that a perceiver with such a cognitive environment experiences pleasure, a 

pleasure associated with Aristotle’s mimesis and katharsis, not only from watching 

satisfying representations of the video gaming aesthetic in Scott Pilgrim vs. The World (in 

a sense, having her beliefs confirmed about what 1980s/90s video games look like) but 

also at making the inferences that allow her to make the conceptual blends and 

subsequently comprehend elements in the film that might go missed by a perceiver 

with no such cognitive environment. 

It may not be obvious how pragmatics and relevance theory can inform 

theories of film; therefore, I offer an explanation of the theoretical line of discourse 

that led to this project.  Questions of how the human mind is able to ascertain 

meaning from what is perceived in a film, have dominated cognitive film theory for 

the past three decades (Bordwell 1985, 1989, Bordwell & Thompson 1990, Bordwell 

& Carroll 1996, Currie 1995), yet, in my opinion, satisfying discussion in—and 

evidence for—pleasure (with special regards to Aristotle’s mimesis and katharsis) remains 

lacking.  Bordwell (1989) describes four types of meaning found in film, “referential,” 

“literal, explicit,” “implicit,” and “symptomatic,” (8-9), but these descriptions are 

limited to film interpretation and go no further to explain one’s taste of cinema.  

Thanks to simultaneously developed schools of Saussure’s semiology and the 

pragmatic semiotics of Pierce, the study of signs and sign systems paved the way for new 

understandings of not only language but also human communication in general 

(Stam, Burgoyne & Flitterman-Lewis 1992: 7).  On theories of diegesis, Bordwell 
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(1985) describes the Saussure-influenced 1960s movement of Barthes, whose essay 

“An Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narratives” (1966) attempts to explain 

visual communication phenomena in terms of a language system (Bordwell, 17).  

Buckland (2000) describes a continental divide between so-called North American 

cognitive film theorists (Carroll, Bordwell, Branigan, and Anderson) who, “decisively 

reject the basic doctrines of modern film theory (a.k.a ‘contemporary film theory’ 

based upon structural linguistics, semiotics, Marxism, and psychoanalysis),” and 

“lesser known” European theorists (Casetti, Odin, Colin, and Chateau) who in 

contrast to Metz’ (1974) Film Language have attempted to reignite questions of signs 

and meanings, thereby initiating productive discourse with the theories put forth in 

Barthes’ “Rhetoric of the image” (1977) and “inaugurate a revolution in modern film 

theory by returning to and transforming its early stage – that is, the semiotic stage” 

(Buckland 2).  According to Buckland, the basic understanding and agreement 

between these two schools of thought is to replace psychoanalysis with cognitive 

science and to fill in knowledge gaps of philosophical questions of cognition, language, 

and aesthetics through systematic analysis of empirical evidence and theoretical 

discussion.   

In an analysis of visual advertisements, Pateman (1983) discusses the 

implications of intentionality by drawing on both Barthes and Peirce.  He claims, 

“semiological and structuralist analyses are insufficient to account for our 

understanding of advertisements,” and offers instead “a statement of necessary 

condition” (188).  Pateman claims that in order to understand a certain 

communication act, the listener is irrefutably aware of the “activity type” to which the 

action of their present experience belongs.  A term borrowed from Levinson (1978) 

(see also Erving Goffman 1974 for his notion of activity type: “framing,” “footing,” 

and “alignment”), Pateman’s notion of “activity type” attempts to describe the 

“minimal knowledge” that a listener/reader engages within a given advertisement (or 

in our case, with a film).  Broadly, “activity type” may be thought of as a genre (a 

magazine ad, billboard, etc.) from which the act of communication was created (Ibid. 

190) and has loose connections with Altman’s understanding of cinematic genre in his 

Film/Genre (1999).  Altman re-envisions the notion of genre in terms of a pragmatic 

understanding of cinema in context.  Altman argues, “pragmatic analysis treats 

reading [perceiving a film] as a more complex process involving not only hegemonic 

complicity across user groups but also a feedback system connecting user groups.  
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Instead of a one-way text-to-reader configuration, pragmatics thus assumes a constant 

(if sometimes extremely slow) cross-fertilization process whereby the interests of one 

group may appear in the actions of another” (Ibid. 211).  This, in my opinion, rings a 

bell with S&W’s notion of the cognitive environment.  Altman claims that perceivers 

of narrative cinema watch a film with prior knowledge of what they are about to see 

due to the perceiver’s familiarity with the formulas and tropes inherent in any given 

genre film.  He points out how cinema can manipulate a perceiver’s perception of a 

film by playing with their prior expectations of such genre tropes.  An example of this 

would be the “western” Unforgiven, (dir. Clint Eastwood, 1992), which pegs the 

protagonist William Munny (Eastwood) as an antihero with questionable motives, 

diverging from the conventions set out by earlier westerns such as Shane (dir. George 

Stevens, 1953) and The Magnificent Seven (dir. John Sturges, 1960), with which a 

perceiver would presumably already be familiar.  Altman’s theory of the genre film 

outlines specific cognitive expectations that a perceiver has prior to observing a film, 

which ultimately manipulate or contribute in some way to the meaning and 

subsequent pleasure experienced by the perceiver.  With this in mind, I propose that 

not only genre plays a role in playing with and off of the expectations of a narrative 

film, but also the perceiver’s prior knowledge of referenced material presented within 

the film.   

Taking as self-evident the pragmatic notion of contextualization more 

recently discussed by Van der Henst & Sperber (2004) and relevance-theoretical 

paradigm (S&W 1986, 1995, 1998, 2002; Goatley 1994; Pilkington 2000; Larkin 

Galiñane 2000; Ritchie 2004; Pateman 1983, 1986; Forceville 1994, 1999, 2005), 

assume that multimodal phenomena in film obtain meaning in their usage and that 

being primarily a (moving) image-based medium, narrative cinema, too, may be 

understood in this way.  As stated earlier, the basic cognitive notion of relevance set 

forth by S&W (2004) outlines, as they see it, an intrinsic quality of the human mind to 

comprehend utterances based on a single Gricean maxim of relation (607).  While 

Grice (1970) outlined four maxims of conversation (Quality, Quantity, Relation, and 

Manner) based on his cooperative principle, S&W (2004) put forth that human 

communication relies solely on the third maxim of Relation: relevance.  This theory 

defines the mutually beneficial system of speaker and hearer that leads to 

comprehensive utterances.  S&W (2004) explain the chief claim of relevance theory: 

“the expectations of relevance raised by an utterance are precise enough and 
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predictable enough to guide the hearer towards the speaker’s meaning (607).  Their 

goal is to describe, “what these expectations amount to, and how they might 

contribute to an empirically plausible account of comprehension” (608).  Although 

little attention has been devoted to evidence found in material beyond the verbal or 

written forms of communication, several theorists have taken into account creative 

and novel instances found in literature (W&S 1992, Curcó 1995, Larkin Galiñane 

2000).  Pilkington (2000), for instance, explains the aesthetic pleasure in terms of a 

“mutual affect.”  Claiming to deal with this issue S&W (1995) offer what he calls, “a 

certain kind of proposition effect” (164).  He quotes S&W’s (1995) fundamental 

question: 

How do poetic effects affect the mutual cognitive environment of speaker and 
hearer?  They do not add entirely new assumptions which are strongly 
manifest in this environment.  Instead, they marginally increase the 
manifestations of a great many weakly manifest assumptions.  In other words, 
poetic effects create common impressions rather than common knowledge.  
Utterances with poetic effects can be used precisely to create this sense of 
apparently affective rather than cognitive mutuality.  What we are suggesting 
it that, if you look at these affective effects through the microscope of relevance 
theory, you see a wide array of minute cognitive effects (244, see also 
Pilkington 2000: 165). 

The point of a film (especially in the case of a Hollywood narrative like Scott Pilgrim vs. 

The World), most usually, is to have people pay to watch it.  Therefore, the point of a 

film, I argue, is also to be as enjoyable as possible for its intended perceivers so that 

they want to watch the film and perhaps recommend it to a friend or even pay to see 

it again.  Filmmakers are pressed to create deeply engaging cinema that in effect 

captivates the audience.  S&W’s (1986) “cognitive mutuality” may explain how 

filmmakers exploit the common cognitive environment shared mutually between the 

perceiver and the filmmakers (224).  The mutually shared cognitive environment in 

question for Scott Pilgrim vs. The World is the knowledge of the domain of anachronistic 

video games and video gaming aesthetics, which the filmmakers exploit in the creation 

of rich conceptual blends for the perceiver to interpret.  The “common impressions” 

shared by both the filmmaker and the perceiver would have no relevance if the point 

of a film was not to be enjoyable (in some way) to its audience (Ibid. 1995: 165). 

While I agree with S&W’s notion that, when broken down, affective poetic 

effects, including pleasure, seem to represent a collection of minuscule cognitive effects 

at work, I will prod the theory a little further and propose that the notion of cognitive 

pleasure obtained by cognition of the poetic effect presupposes that the act of 
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cognition itself is responsible for the pleasure experienced.  In other words, we 

experience pleasure when we make a positive cognitive link.  Moreover, filmmakers 

exploit this avenue to incite pleasure in their perceivers.  The film Scott Pilgrim vs. The 

World makes unique use of a particular demographic with a particular cognitive 

environment, specifically, a cognitive environment having to do with 1980s and early 

90s video games and the related aesthetics both narrative and multimodal such as 

low-bit video graphics, sound effects, music, and the two opponent battling motif.  My 

position is that perceivers coming into the film with the most relevant cognitive 

environment enjoy the film more than perceivers coming into the film with a less 

relevant cognitive environment.  I will relate this richly endowed perceiver’s cognitive 

environment with Pilkington’s notion of “literariness,” and claim that the most 

“literate” perceiver of Scott Pilgrim vs. The World will experience pleasure as they 

process the conceptual blend, while a perceiver lacking the necessary cognitive 

environment will fail in completely processing the conceptual blend, which will lead at 

best to a lesser degree of experienced pleasure and at worst result in confusion or even 

displeasure.  In support of this Pilkington (2000) claims, “the notion of literariness 

might more satisfactorily be defined in terms of mental representations and mental 

processes” (160).   

Additional cognitive discourse involving philosophical propositions offered in 

Aristotle’s Poetics defends this notion, specifically regarding his definitions of mimesis 

and katharsis.  Merriam-Webster defines the modern “mimesis” as “imitation; 

mimicry,” while the modern “catharsis” is defined as “purification or purgation of the 

emotions (as pity and fear) primarily through art.”  In her work on cognitive function 

in tragedy, Chaston (2009) claims cognitive pleasure has to do with an “understanding 

of Aristotle's katharsis, within the literary theory of Poetics, not as a concept of 

purification or purgation but of intellectual clarification" (14).  To support this 

Chaston turns to Leon Golden’s “Mimesis and Katharsis” (1969), in which Golden 

concludes, “for both Plato and Aristotle mimesis is a learning process which reaches 

its natural climax in katharsis, a state of intellectual clarification.”  This harkens back 

to W&S’s (2004) explanation of positive cognitive effect on the part of the perceiver, 

who may have a question of interest answered, add to his knowledge of an interesting 

subject, resolve a doubt, validate a suspicion, or emend a mistaken interpretation 

(251).   
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In terms of film, cognitive cinematic pleasure stems from having ones beliefs 

confirmed through the mimesis one perceives within the film.  For Scott Pilgrim vs. The 

World, mimesis refers to the representation of anachronistic video gaming aesthetics.  

According to S&W (1986, 1995), “information processing involves effort; it will only 

be undertaken in the expectation of some reward” (1995: 49).  The reward, in this 

case, may be the positive cognitive connection that the perceiver experiences when 

they comprehend the meaning in a particularly rich conceptual blend laid out in the 

film.  Very basically, S&W (1990) assert: 

Human information processing requires some mental effort and has some 
cognitive effect. The effort is one of attention, of memory, and of reasoning. The 
effect is to alter the individual's cognitive environment, by adding new beliefs, 
cancelling old ones, or merely altering the saliency or strength of beliefs already 
held (142). 

Strengthening, “beliefs already held,” confirms Aristotle’s notion of katharsis as being a 

state of cognitive confirmation.  The pleasure experienced therefore lies in seeing a 

satisfying representation of the world of anachronistic video gaming aesthetics 

manifested in the world of Scott Pilgrim vs. The World and with the perceiver’s successful 

comprehension of this mix via a conceptual blend.  In addition, S&W (1990) offer a 

breakdown of processing effort made and its corresponding cognitive effect: 

(a) Everything else being equal, the greater the cognitive effect achieved by the 
processing of a given piece of information, the greater its relevance for the 
individual who processes it. 

(b) Everything else being equal, the greater the effort involved in the processing 
of a given piece of information, the less its relevance for the individual who 
processes it (142). 

Thus, a deeply relevant conceptual blend, requiring the greatest effort, results in the 

greatest cognitive effect.  In other words, effect and effort co-determine poetic 

significance for the perceiver.  I will now illustrate the cognitive blends manifested 

within Scott Pilgrim vs. The World and provide a detailed analysis of three scenes from 

the film, arguing that, when processing a conceptual blend, the perceiver must draw 

on their cognitive environment (which here includes mainly a knowledge of 

anachronistic video gaming aesthetics) and that the deeper or more sophisticated the 

cognitive environment, the deeper the effect of cognitive cinematic pleasure.  In sum, 

I hope to show that cognition of conceptual blends in Scott Pilgrim vs. The World is 

directly contingent upon the relevance of the elements provided within the blend to 

the perceiver viewing the film.  I intend to illustrate how cognitive pleasure is obtained 

through successful activation of mutual knowledge shared between the perceiver and 
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filmmakers, which ultimately lead to a positive cognitive effect and successful 

comprehension of the blend.  The richer and more relevant the input involved in 

making the conceptual blend, the deeper the cognitive pleasure. 

 To illustrate this, let us take a look at the opening scene of our film.  As Scott 

Pilgrim vs. the World begins, the Universal Pictures logo appears on screen but it is not 

the typical logo with which the perceivers would be familiar.  As it has become 

customary to play with the production studio logo of a film, Scott Pilgrim vs. The World is 

no exception.  See Figures 2 and 3. 

 

 
Figure 2: Typical Universal logo 

 

 
Figure 3: Universal logo from Scott Pilgrim vs. The World 
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The typical logo would probably be considered more theatrical or even more 

cinematic; the CGI (Computer Generated Imagery) opening features a brightening 

halo of light from behind the curved horizon of earth.2  Over dramatic orchestral 

music—which has become the signature Universal theme song—the camera moves 

back in anticipation of the increasing illumination from the appearing continents until 

the white and gold embossed lettering, “Universal,” swirls from right to left around 

the globe, settling at last as a band over the earth.  Scott Pilgrim vs. the World puts its own 

unique spin on this recognizable opening.  While the imagery is still presumably 

created with sophisticated CGI, the graphics and animation are noticeably less 

smooth.3  The theme music reminds one of the low-bit midi music (Musical 

Instrument Digital Interface music) used to accompany video games from the 1980s 

and 90s.  The halo of light at the beginning has been omitted and the pace of the 

music quickened.   Instead of curving around the earth, the lettering shoots off from 

screen right and quickly settles over a pixilated version of the earth, which turns at a 

start-stop motion reminiscent of primitive video game animation.  It is absolutely 

reminiscent of the more typical Universal logo opening but it is done in a way that 

recalls the video gaming aesthetics that are a rich domain from which this film 

constructs many of its blends.   

It might prove a mistake to claim that the above details are an exhaustive list 

of the many modes that inform this blend.  The point of this analysis is instead to 

provide enough evidence of relevant input that would be otherwise missed by a 

perceiver who lacks the relevant mutual cognitive environment  (the knowledge that 

both she and the filmmakers share of anachronistic video games).  It is my contention 

that in order to fully appreciate the nuances of this scene, the perceiver must come to 

the film with the relevant cognitive environment.  In the case of a perceiver coming to 

the film without such a cognitive environment, the perceiver would not fully 

appreciate the referents and have less interest in interpreting a blend. Therefore, the 

relevance is a conduit through which pleasure is conducted.  These examples to some degree 

illustrate, Ernst-August Gutt’s efforts to remove processing effort from S&W’s theory 

of relevance.4  While Sperber and Wilson (1986), “claim … that all human beings 

automatically aim at the most efficient information processing possible” (49), a 

                                                
2 For reference, see http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9YCRh23Rg8c& 
3 For reference, see http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_yk7Zja8DmU 
4 Presented in a paper for a Relevance theory workshop, University of Luton, 8.-10. September 1998, Luton. 
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relevance-theoretical look at film supports Gutt’s claim that communicators do not 

necessarily always opt for the most concise or efficient utterance that will require the 

listener the least amount of processing effort. This has to do with intentionality on the 

speaker’s part.  If the intention of the speaker is to entertain, then the speaker would 

opt for, as they see it, the most entertaining fashion to convey such an utterance.  

Likewise for filmmaking: if the purpose of a film is to entertain an audience who they 

presume has a knowledge of anachronistic video gaming culture, then the filmmakers 

would presumably opt for, as they see it, an enriched anachronistic video gaming 

motif. 

 Another example of a conceptual blend where inferences are dependent on 

the input coming from a domain relevant to the perceiver is the opening scene to the 

film.  Soon after the production studio logo vanishes on screen, text appears on an off-

white background accompanied by a voiceover narrator who reads the text, “Not so 

long ago… in the mysterious land… of Toronto, Canada… Scott Pilgrim was dating a 

high schooler.”  The words vanish and the camera pans down, accompanied by midi-

like music reminiscent of video games like The Legend of Zelda5 (developed by Nintendo 

and released in 1986), to a typical a suburban home dusted with winter snow.  

Analysis could here be devoted to the comic book domain from which the narrative of 

the film derives, but I will refrain from an in depth analysis of any domain other than 

video games.  In the interest of space, I will focus on the pan down from the text to the 

house, which, if duly noted by a perceiver with the relevant cognitive environment 

including The Legend of Zelda or something similar, would inform the perceiver’s 

interpretation of this film as being a film primarily about video games. 

 A third example of a conceptual blend constructed from the video game 

domain may be found in the fight scene between Scott Pilgrim and Matthew Patel.  

Matthew attacks Scott while his garage band performs on stage.  The garage band’s 

name, Sex Ba-Bom, refers to a Super Mario Bros. (developed by Nintendo, originally 

released in 1985) villain called “Bob-omb.”  See Figure 4. 

 

                                                
5 For reference, see http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UOa4tXG4EQo  
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Figure 4: "Bob-omb" from Super Mario Bros. circa 1995 

Sound effects reminiscent of video game fight scenes accompany each punch Scott 

delivers.  As he continues to punch Patel, he racks up points, which appear at the top 

left hand corner of the screen, just as if he were inside a video game.  See Figure 5.  

 

 
Figure 5: Still from Scott Pilgrim vs. The World.  Scott racks up points with each direct hit of Matthew's face 

After he finally defeats Matthew in a Mike Tyson Punch-Out-like “K.O.” (see Figures 6 

and 7), Matthew bursts into Canadian coins, to which Scott delights, “Sweet! Coins!” 

and bends down to pick up them up, only to lament, “Oh man, $2.40?  That’s not 

even enough for the bus home.”  In order to fully appreciate what is inferred, the 

perceiver whose cognitive environment includes the anachronistic video game would 

know that a low coinage total indicates the ease of defeat.  Presumably, the perceiver 

would know that if Scott were a video game character, he would accumulate 

attributes such as strength of punch, speed, and accuracy, which increase 

corresponding to the difficulty of the opponent defeated.  In other words, regardless of 

the apparent effort Scott seems to make in order to defeat Matthew Patel, his kill-

value, being low, is not worth much and therefore the benefit associated with his 

defeat, the coinage and amount of “experience points” is low—one could say 

humorously low, not even enough for a ride on a public bus. 
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Figure 6: Still from Mike Tyson's Punch-Out!! released by Nintendo, 1987 

 

 

Figure 7: Still from Scott Pilgrim vs. The World.  Scott knocks out Matthew Patel 

I will cite two final examples of the play of video game motif in Scott Pilgrim vs. The 

World.  Nearing the end of the film, Scott meets his arch nemesis, Gideon Graves at 

Gideon’s new club called Chaos Theatre.  Gideon sits on a thrown-like stage 

reminiscent of the stages or platforms one would see at the end of Donkey Kong (released 

by Nintendo in 1981).  The stage or platform is an obstacle that the protagonist must 

climb, while dodging projectiles, to reach the top and save the princess.  See Figures 8 

and 9.    
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Figure 8: Still from Donkey Kong released by Nintendo 1981 

 

Figure 9: Still from Scott Pilgrim vs. The World, the Chaos Theatre stage 

During the first round, Scott is defeated, but gets a second chance, having secured a 

“1-up” in a previous battle.  A perceiver with the specified cognitive environment 

would know that it is possible to come back to life and have a second opportunity to 

win the game if one has a cache of “lives.”  As this film is prone to mix the video game 

world with the supposed real world, Scott has another chance to defeat his opponent.  

Out of the air, he grabs a spinning digitized version of his face, and determinedly 

states, “[I’m] getting a life,” which is a play on the colloquial language of young 

people Scott would presumably hang out with.  To “get a life” as a colloquial phrase 

has something to do with a direct imperative to, “be more fun or interesting than you 

are apparently are at present.”  In this context, however, Scott uses this diegetic extra 

life to replay the scene, defeat Gideon Graves and win the heart of Ramona Flowers.  

See Figure 10. 
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Figure 10: Still from Scott Pilgrim vs. The World.  Scott "gets a life." 

According to S&W (2004), “A positive cognitive effect is a worthwhile difference to 

the individual’s representation of the world – a true conclusion, for example. False 

conclusions are not worth having. They are cognitive effects, but not positive ones,” 

(2004: 251 and 1995: §3.1-2).  Only if the inputs given in Scott Pilgrim vs. The World are 

relevant to the perceiver, the perceiver will be able to make meaningful sense of the 

conceptual blends.  Therefore, upon making successful cognitive links, the perceiver 

experiences pleasure. 

As stated earlier, pleasure gained from activation of the perceiver’s personal 

cognitive environment is the object in question for this paper.  Much like how 

foreshadowing works to create satisfying closure in narrative cinema, the perceiver, being 

able to recognize (perhaps kitsch) iconography and multimedia within the diegesis of 

the film, experiences pleasure based on a relationship of mutual cognitive 

environments.  To clarify, in a chapter on Classical Hollywood Cinema, Bordwell 

(1986) describes his understanding of foreshadowing, “The exposition of past fabula 

action will characteristically be placed within the early scenes of the syuzhet, thus 

supplying a firm basis for our hypothesis-forming” (29).  While he does not explicitly 

discuss the notion of pleasure, Bordwell does, by writing about the filmmaker’s ability 

to play upon the perceivers’ own anticipations while watching a film, insinuate 

pleasure gained as such.  Hence, confirmation of the hypothesis in the process of 

“hypothesis-forming,” I propose, is the pleasurable activity that occupies our brain in 

the circumstance of foreshadowing.  Allowing the perceiver to use their own cognitive 

environment to make sense of the film (without providing the necessary information 

within the diegesis of the film as in foreshadowing) demands a higher level of cognitive 

processing and therefore, I posit, allows for a deeper experience of pleasure. 
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I hope to have shown that in order to comprehend the conceptual blends in 

Scott Pilgrim vs. The World, a perceiver experiences the greatest cognitive effect if and 

only if her cognitive environment is close to that which is presupposed by the 

filmmakers and that such mutual cognitive environments leads to enriched 

understandings of the creative nuances in such a film.  Furthermore, I hope to have 

shown in this work that relevance theory and blending theory can work together to 

yield greater results.  If I am correct in my assumption that a perceiver derives 

pleasure from the act of making cognitive links within a film, such as successfully 

understanding the meaning of the blends, then it is possible that relevance theory can 

offer insight into different ways of how pleasure is experienced in narrative cinema.  It 

was also my intension to draw links to a more general theory of poetics as described 

by Aristotle’s notions of mimesis and katharsis.  Though the attempt in this paper casts a 

small net with regards to answering questions of human creativity and cognition, it 

was my hope to have at least raised pertinent questions of what cognitive film theory 

can do to account for personal pleasure and aesthetic taste.  Because little scholarship 

has been devoted to relevance theory in multimodal examples, it is possible that this 

novel take may yet yield further results. Many pages were spent articulating a sound 

argument that relevance theory has at least a chance of explaining how a certain kind 

of pleasure is felt and experienced by a perceiver, though due to space restrictions, it 

does not claim to have provided an exhaustive account of the relevant conceptual 

blends that may be found in Scott Pilgrim vs. The World.  Moreover, because many other 

domains and their associated cognitive environments may inform the reading of these 

conceptual blends, such as animated TVs shows from the 1980s and 90s, comic books 

(especially the one from which this narrative derives), and other films, it is possible 

that such conceptual blends I have listed are reliant on a combination of cognitive 

environment and the related domains. 
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