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Abstract:

The central issue of this study is to examine the role of architecture, lighting, and mise-en-scéne in creating suspense and psychological instability among
audiences of David Fincher’s crime cinema, with a specialized focus on three films: Se7en (1995), Fight Club (1999), and Zodiac (2007). The statistical
population consisted of 278 expert audiences in the fields of cinema, architecture, and psychology, selected through standardized environmental anxiety
assessment questionnaires, as well as 12 semi-structured interviews. The sampling was purposeful, drawn from among graduates and professionals related to
the subject areas. The research employed a mixed-methods approach (qualitative—quantitative) and utilized tools such as structuralist semiotic analysis, Gestalt
psychology, Freud’s theory of the uncanny space, and Henri Lefebvre’s theory of the production of space. Questionnaire data were analyzed using descriptive
and qualitative statistical tests, while the interviews were examined through thematic content analysis. The findings indicate that the use of low-contrast
lighting, tight framing, narrow and repetitive architectural spaces, cold color palettes, and industrial set design significantly increased viewers' feelings of
anxiety, suspense, and cognitive engagement (p < 0.01). These findings confirm that architecture and mise-en-scéne in Fincher’s works do not merely function
as a background, but actively contribute to narrative development and the viewer's psychological experience. Moreover, field data reveal that audiences
associated these cinematic spaces—even outside the filmic context—with feelings of insecurity, threat, and criminality. This feedback suggests that cinematic
representations of enigmatic spaces can have implications for urban planning and architecture, serving as a cautionary tool to avoid reproducing unsafe
environments in contemporary cities. These results are applicable in set design, film criticism, environmental psychology, and the design of safe urban and

architectural environments.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The complex interplay between cinematic space, narrative structure, and psychological engagement in crime cinema has
increasingly attracted scholarly attention in recent years, particularly in relation to the films of David Fincher. This study
explores how mise-en-scéne, lighting design, and architectural framing in Fincher’s Se7en (1995), Fight Club (1999), and
Zodiac (2007) function not merely as aesthetic elements, but as active contributors to psychological suspense and cognitive
tension. Drawing upon interdisciplinary theoretical frameworks—namely Henri Lefebvre’s production of space, Sigmund
Freud’s concept of the uncanny, and Gestalt psychology—the research frames cinematic space as a socially constructed and
ideologically charged entity rather than a passive backdrop (1, 3). The films selected reflect Fincher’s signature deployment of
dim lighting, industrial design, and tight framing to evoke spatial anxiety, thereby reinforcing the viewer’s immersion in the
psychological turmoil of the characters. While previous research has addressed the aesthetics of Fincher’s visual style, few
have methodically analyzed the role of space and architecture in shaping audience experience. Hence, the present study fills
this gap by integrating qualitative and quantitative data to examine how cinematic environments influence audience perception
of danger, instability, and suspense.

To investigate these issues, a mixed-methods design was implemented. First, formal and semiotic analyses of key scenes
from each film were conducted using the stylistic paradigms proposed by Bordwell and Thompson (2). Particular attention was
paid to lighting contrast, framing, and spatial geometry. Second, a structured content analysis of 12 semi-structured interviews
with experts in cinema, architecture, and psychology was performed to uncover thematic patterns linking visual space to

psychological reactions. Third, a sample of 278 viewers was surveyed using a validated environmental anxiety questionnaire
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derived from Kiiller’s spatial affect research (4). The survey data were analyzed with descriptive and inferential statistics (p <
0.01), revealing a consistent correlation between architectural cues (e.g., narrow hallways, shadowed interiors) and heightened
states of alertness, tension, and affective discomfort. Participants frequently described cinematic spaces as psychologically
evocative and behaviorally constraining, indicating that film environments influence viewer cognition well beyond narrative
comprehension. These findings substantiate the theoretical claim that mise-en-scéne and spatial design in Fincher’s cinema not
only contribute to narrative ambiance but also encode perceptual cues that shape emotional engagement.

The study also situates its analysis within broader discourses of architectural criminology and environmental psychology.
Drawing from Jane Jacobs’ theories on urban safety and Oscar Newman’s CPTED (Crime Prevention Through Environmental
Design), the research reveals that many of the spatial motifs in Fincher’s films mirror real-world environments associated with
social decay and criminal vulnerability (11, 18). For instance, the rain-soaked alleys and decrepit apartments in Se7en serve as
visual proxies for societal entropy and moral collapse, while the dimly lit basements in Fight Club exemplify liminal spaces of
rebellion and psychological dissociation. Likewise, Zodiac uses impersonal office interiors and labyrinthine streetscapes to
evoke paranoia and epistemic uncertainty. These spatial configurations reinforce the Freudian notion of the “uncanny”
(Unheimlich), wherein familiar environments evoke estrangement and threat due to their defamiliarized presentation (3). Thus,
Fincher’s architectural mise-en-scéne can be read as both a mirror of internal psychological states and a critique of urban
alienation. Notably, Lefebvre’s production of space provides a critical framework for interpreting how these built environments
encode ideological meanings and reproduce patterns of control, surveillance, and anxiety (16).

The research findings suggest several key spatial elements that consistently generate suspense and psychological instability.
Among them, low-contrast lighting, use of cool color palettes (greys, blues, desaturated greens), and compressed camera
framing were most strongly associated with elevated environmental anxiety. This was especially evident in Se7en, where
chiaroscuro effects and constrained interior sets heightened viewer discomfort. In Fight Club, architectural ruin and industrial
decay were central to conveying themes of social disintegration and identity loss. In Zodiac, impersonal bureaucratic interiors
and static camera work created a slow-building sense of dread and information overload. These stylistic elements echo what
David Bordwell described as a "visual metaphor system" wherein form becomes function by externalizing emotional states
through spatial attributes (2). The interviews with film critics and environmental psychologists further underscored how mise-
en-scéne in Fincher’s films influences not only interpretive processes but also the viewer's embodied reaction—some
respondents reported somatic responses such as heart palpitations, sweating, and muscular tension during key scenes. Hence,
architecture and lighting function in Fincher’s work as co-narrators of psychological trauma and thematic ambiguity.

Comparative analysis with other directors in the crime and thriller genres (e.g., Hitchcock, Nolan, and Scorsese) reinforces
Fincher’s unique approach to spatial storytelling. While directors like Nolan use architecture symbolically—think of
Inception’s dreamscapes—Fincher employs space as a tactile psychological reality, privileging grit over metaphor. For
instance, unlike The Dark Knight’s abstract urban modernism, Fincher’s Gotham in Se7en is grounded in physical decay and
moral corrosion (15). Similarly, Fight Club's derelict housing contrasts sharply with the clean, open spaces in Taxi Driver,
suggesting divergent conceptions of spatial pathology. The comparative data show that Fincher consistently foregrounds space
as a determinant of narrative rhythm and emotional texture. His use of closed frames, vertical camera angles, and repetitive
architectural motifs produces an almost claustrophobic narrative architecture that encloses the viewer within the character's
perceptual world. In this way, Fincher’s films exemplify a synthesis of spatial realism and psychological stylization that few

contemporary directors achieve.
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The implications of this study extend beyond film studies and into urban planning, architecture, and environmental
psychology. If cinematic environments can evoke feelings of insecurity and unease in viewers, then actual urban spaces with
similar design features may provoke analogous emotional responses in residents. Several participants in the study reported a
heightened awareness of environmental design in real life after watching Fincher’s films, avoiding dimly lit corridors, enclosed
spaces, and areas with insufficient natural surveillance. Such feedback aligns with environmental criminology’s emphasis on
perceptual cues and behavioral conditioning in public spaces (24). From a design perspective, the research supports the
incorporation of psychological comfort and visual openness in urban environments. Furthermore, for professionals in film
design and set construction, the findings highlight the emotional potency of architectural mise-en-scéne and provide a roadmap
for constructing psychologically resonant cinematic worlds. Ultimately, the study underscores the value of a multidisciplinary
approach that bridges cinematic form, spatial theory, and psychological response to elucidate how built environments—real or
fictional—shape human experience and perception.

In conclusion, this research demonstrates that David Fincher’s use of mise-en-scéne, lighting, and architectural space
transcends aesthetic function to become a mechanism for inducing suspense, psychological instability, and thematic
complexity. Through a synthesis of formalist analysis, spatial theory, and empirical audience data, the study reveals that Fincher
constructs narrative environments that are not only immersive but also emotionally manipulative. His cinematic worlds—
composed of narrow alleys, industrial decay, shadowed interiors, and disoriented geometries—act as psychological extensions
of his characters' anxieties and, by extension, the viewer’s own latent fears. In doing so, Fincher transforms space into an active
narrative agent that mediates tension, meaning, and affect. These insights enrich our understanding of crime cinema, expand
the theoretical vocabulary of spatial aesthetics, and offer practical guidance for the design of psychologically attuned spaces in

both cinematic and urban contexts.
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