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Abstract: The article critically examines the notion of (aesthetic) norm as developed by Jan 
Mukařovský and its later applications in David Bordwell’s poetics of cinema. It distinguishes 
between two approaches to the concept of norm in Mukařovský’s work – the systemic and the 
explanatory – and traces how each influenced different research programs: Czech literary struc-
turalism and American neoformalist poetics of cinema. It then explores how Bordwell operation-
alized the notion of norm as a methodological tool, demonstrating its shifting analytical role across 
his works. It also situates this discussion within a transdisciplinary framework, highlighting how 
literary scholars can engage with the empirical potential of the notion of norm, while film scholars 
can benefit from a deeper understanding of its theoretical foundations. The conclusion proposes 
a reconsideration of norms as a tool for studying artistic creativity, linking them to debates on 
conventions and historiography.
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Introduction

What role do norms play in art? Are they robust rules that artists follow and perceivers 
expect, or are they dynamic patterns that evolve over time and across different contexts? 
The concept of norm is understood and applied differently across research traditions. 
Czech literary structuralism, particularly in the theoretical work of Jan Mukařovský and 
his followers, conceives of the norm mostly as an abstract systemic principle, closely 
tied to questions of aesthetic function and value. In contrast, American historical poetics 
of cinema, primarily associated with David Bordwell, treats it as an empirical analytical 
tool for identifying patterns of narrative and stylistic organization in film history.
At first glance, these approaches seem incompatible – one is theoretical, structural, 

and abstract, while the other is historical, analytical, and empirical. However, this arti-
cle demonstrates that both originate from a shared foundation in Mukařovský’s thought. 
It argues that, in the 1930s, Mukařovský laid the groundwork for two distinct conceptions 
of the norm: the systemic and the explanatory approach. While the systemic approach 
became the subject of extensive theoretical debate within Czech structuralism, the ex-
planatory approach was only briefly outlined in Mukařovský’s essay on film and two lec­
tures, remaining methodologically undeveloped. Yet, it was precisely this underexplored 
explanatory potential of the norm that became a central analytical tool in Bordwell’s 
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historical poetics of cinema.1 As I will show, throughout his career, Bordwell systemat-
ically expanded, reassessed, and refined this concept in response to the specific research 
questions he pursued.
Viewing the norm through this transdisciplinary lens not only allows literary schol-

ars to better grasp its empirical potential but also provides film scholars with a stronger 
theoretical foundation for one of the key analytical concepts in film historiography. Is it 
time to reconsider the role of the norm in theoretical discussions of artistic creativity and 
its historiography? This article thus explores the notion of norm across three levels of 
interpretation and generality: its conceptual history,2 its role in specific research projects, 
and its broader potential as a tool for inquiry.
Before proceeding, I will contextualize these levels, outline my rhetorical starting 

points, and establish the broader framework of my argument. The notion of norm is 
particularly compelling for the very reasons outlined above: despite its seemingly intu-
itive association with rules or conventions, it consistently defies precise characteriza-
tion. It appears at once static and dynamic, to belong both to the creator and the perceiv-
er, and to be both an abstract principle and an empirical phenomenon. As we shall see, 
the first of these paradoxes shaped the theoretical debates of Czech structuralism and is 
embedded in the conflicting definitions of norm within Jan Mukařovský’s 1936 book 
Estetická funkce, norma a hodnota jako sociální fakty [Aesthetic Function, Norm, and 
Value as Social Facts]3 – the central reference point for these discussions. Let us now 
examine these definitions more closely.

“[The aesthetic norm] has the nature of a rule, claiming to be unalterable in its validity. […] One can 
speak of a real norm only when it concerns generally recognized goals, in relation to which value 
is felt to exist independently of the will of the individual and his subjective decision […]” (Muka­
řovský 1935b: 199–200, translation mine)

“The aesthetic norm, the regulator of aesthetic function, is not an unchanging rule, but a complex, 
ever-renewing process. By its stratification into older and younger norms, lower and higher norms, 
etc., and the developmental changes of this stratification, it is incorporated into social development.” 
(Mukařovský 1936: 74, translation mine)4

1	 Although I previously examined this topic in Norms, forms and roles (Kokeš 2019), my focus there was 
different. I analyzed how neoformalist poetics used the notion of norm to transition from analytical to 
historical poetics, centering on The Classical Hollywood Cinema (Bordwell, Staiger & Thompson 1985). 
Here, I ask instead: How has Bordwell’s use of norm evolved theoretically and methodologically, and what 
does this reveal about its research potential?

2	 This article examines the development of the notion of norm as introduced by Jan Mukařovský (cf. Muka­
řovský 1935a–c, 1936, 1940, 1948, 1971, 1978, 2008a–c). It does not address alternative conceptualizations, 
such as those found in pre-structuralist aesthetics (e.g., Zich 1916; cf. Steiner 2014: 60–62), in the formalist 
programmatic article proposed by Roman Jakobson and Yuri Tynianov (Jakobson & Tynianov 1980: 30), 
or in other theoretical traditions (cf. Nieragden 2013).

3	 For monographs, articles, or lectures in Czech, I provide the Czech title of the work the first time it appears 
and, in brackets, the English translation of the title, which will then be the reference for each subsequent 
appearance.

4	 The book was published in 1970 in a translation by Mark E. Suino (Mukařovský 1970), but it contains so 
many inaccuracies that I decided not to use it. The translation is thus my own.
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The first definition appears in the journal version of the first two parts of Aesthetic 
Function, Norm, and Value as Social Facts and remains unchanged in the book’s final 
version (Mukařovský 1936: 24–25). The second definition, included in the concluding 
section of the book, was absent from the journal publication. While the first definition 
presents the norm as a solid rule, the second challenges such an explanation, emphasizing 
its changeability and grounding it within social dynamics. This inconsistency is well-
documented, having been analyzed by Oleg Sus (1966, 1967, 1976), František W. Galan 
(1985), Aleš Haman (2002), Bohumil Fořt (2006, 2008: 59–65), or Mirosław Przylipiak 
(2019). Among them, Sus also made the most ambitious attempt to resolve this tension. 
Although we will touch on this debate, my focus in the following pages is on the second 
issue embedded in the concept of norm: is it more closely tied to aesthetic creativity, or 
aesthetic reception? Despite their contradictions, both definitions discussed above treat 
the norm as a supra-individual, will-independent element within complex systemic re-
lations, whether theoretical or social. Mukařovský’s third definition from the 1930s offers 
a different perspective.

“To the acting individual a norm makes its presence felt as a limitation on the freedom of his action. 
[…] Therefore, whether a norm is applied consciously or unconsciously, it is in essence energy 
rather than a rule. Because of this dynamic nature, a norm is subjected to continuous changes.” 
(Mukařovský 1978: 49–50)

This definition originates from Mukařovský’s 1937 lecture The aesthetic norm, first 
delivered in French, published in Czech in 1966 (Mukařovský 1966), and translated into 
English by Peter Steiner in 1978 (Mukařovský 1978). Compared to the previous two 
definitions, it marks a notable shift toward the acting individual – the artist who actively 
responds to artistic constraints imposed by norms, whether consciously or unconsciously. 
In this perspective, norms are no longer merely an element of abstract systemic relations, 
however significant, but instead function as a concrete factor in artistic decision-making. 
As such, they offer a powerful explanatory tool for understanding artistic creativity with­
in specific productional and historical contexts.
The first section of my article clarifies this distinction between systemic and explana­

tory approaches to the concept of norm, establishing the theoretical and contextual basis 
for both. The second section examines the unexpected divergence in Mukařovský’s oc­
casional explanatory contributions to the notion of norm by critically comparing two of 
his lectures on the aesthetic norm from the late 1930s. In each, he proposed a typology 
of norms – yet, as I demonstrate, while these classifications may appear to overlap, they 
ultimately take substantially different conceptual directions. The third section then ana-
lyzes how one of these lectures became fundamental to David Bordwell’s extensive em­
pirical research, where the notion of norm has been adopted, revised, and modified over 
more than four decades to meet the demands of individual research projects.
As suggested, the broader rhetorical framework of this article is to consider the poten­

tial of the notion of norm as a research tool, particularly for empirically grounded studies 
of artistic creativity within the traditions of poetics and art history. Poetics, in this context, 
examines the principles of artwork construction, the effects and functions of stylistic choic­
es, the conventions shaping narrative design, and the historical contingencies influencing 
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artistic decisions (cf. Bordwell 2008: 23; Jenkins 1995: 100–102; Buckland 2008: 322–323; 
Tybjerg 2023: 146–150; Kokeš 2023: 70–75; Burnett 2024: 2–7; Tybjerg 2024: 41–44). 
At the center of such research lies both a detailed analysis of specific artworks and a focus 
on artists as rational, problem-solving agents – individuals who recognize creative tasks, 
develop methods to execute them, and pursue specific artistic goals (cf. Baxandall 1985: 
35–36; Bordwell 1997: 149–157; Burnett 2013: 112–132). In this sense, norms should be 
seen not as rigid structures but as a flexible set of available options–a “menu” of artistic 
possibilities. As Ernst Gombrich aptly put it: “So the artist is always faced with the problem: 
‘What is there for me to do?’” (Gombrich & Eribon 1993: 168).

(Aesthetic) norm and its aspects

As a consciously and purposefully applied concept, the notion of the norm emerged 
anew twice in Jan Mukařovský’s work, first in 1933 and then in 1935, each time within 
a different context and serving a distinct purpose. These two instances were not merely 
developments but rather marked new starting points for separate trajectories in thinking 
about the norm, each addressing a different type of question: either explanatory or sys-
temic. While the next section will explicitly differentiate these two approaches, this sec­
tion focuses on their areas of overlap – not only within Mukařovský’s work but also in 
terms of the rhetorical frameworks he employs. These frameworks, in turn, shape how 
he defines and applies the notion of norm.
It was in 1933 that the concept of the norm was first introduced in what I call an ex­

planatory sense: primarily as a tool for describing, understanding, and explaining specific 
works of art and artistic creativity (Mukařovský 2008a). Using the vocabulary outlined 
above, the norm, in this sense, represents a field of possibilities within a given art form, 
guiding artists in their creative decisions. Significantly, Mukařovský’s impetus for apply­
ing the notion of norm in this explanatory way did not come from literature, but rather 
from cinema – a newly emerging artistic medium that, in the early 1930s, could be ex-
amined through two crucial historical axes.
The first axis was relatively long-term, encompassing the dynamic evolution of cin-

ema as a narrative medium. This development involved both the adaptation of existing 
artistic conventions and the introduction of new possibilities, thereby redefining tradi-
tional aesthetic categories such as time and space, as well as fundamental questions of 
expressivity, meaning-making, and narrative construction (cf. Kokeš 2018: 661–668). 
The second axis, by contrast, was relatively short-term. The late 1920s and early 1930s 
marked what was arguably radical transformation in cinema’s history: the transition from 
silent to sound film. This shift raised pressing questions about the identity of cinema as 
a medium, as an art form, and as a distinct aesthetic practice (cf. Szczepanik 2008b, 2009: 
128–178).
As we shall see, the intersection of Czech structuralism, the idea of norm, and these 

two cinematic axes took shape in 1933 not only through Jan Mukařovský but also through 
the originally Russian, but by then Czech-based linguist Roman Jakobson. However, in 
1935, Mukařovský revisited the concept of norm in a new context – this time in what 
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I define as a systemic sense. Now, the norm was no longer a tool for analyzing artistic 
activity; instead, it became a central component of his ambitious theoretical framework 
for a sociologically grounded aesthetics. His focus shifted from creative practice to struc­
tural relationships between different art forms, audience reception, and systemic aesthet­
ic functions. Mukařovský first articulated this idea in a article published in three parts 
(Mukařovský 1935a–c), later expanding it in 1936 by introducing the category of aes-
thetic value. He then developed the concept further in two extensive theoretical studies 
(Mukařovský 1940, 1948; cf. Haman 2002: 46).
Let us now return to the explanatory approach to the notion of the norm, which emerged 

almost simultaneously in Czech theoretical discourse through two film-focused texts: one 
by Roman Jakobson and the other by Jan Mukařovský. Jakobson’s article Úpadek filmu 
[Is film in decline?] is more engaging and dialogical in tone compared to Mukařovský’s, 
with one of its central concerns being cinematic norms. As Jakobson argues:

“We are witnessing the rise of a new art. It is growing by leaps and bounds, detaching itself from the 
influence of older arts, and even beginning to influence them itself. It creates its own norms, its own 
laws, and then confidently rejects them” (Jakobson 2008: 270).

Jakobson perceives the cinematic norms of the silent era as strong and well-establi­
shed, leading him to conclude that the emerging sound film faced significant challenges 
in finding new creative directions (Jakobson 2008: 276). He acknowledges that

“as a reaction against overdone sophistication, against a technique reeking of ornamentation, there 
arises a purposeful looseness, an intentional rawness, sketchiness as a device (L’Âge d’or of the cine­
matic genius Buñuel)” (Jakobson 2008: 276).

Nevertheless, he interprets this not as a crisis but as an opportunity for cinematic norms 
to evolve:

“Dilettantism is beginning to delight. In the current vocabulary, the words ‘dilettantism’ and ‘illiteracy’ 
sound despairingly pejorative. Yet there are periods not only in the history of art but even in the history 
of culture in which these factors have undoubtedly had a positive, dynamic role.” (Jakobson 2008: 276)

In other words, Jakobson sees the unpredictability of emerging film norms – despite 
their connection to the strong tradition of the silent era – as a promising development. 
He draws a parallel between this transformation in cinema and broader shifts in the his­
tory of art and culture, suggesting that periods of instability and experimentation often 
play a crucial role in artistic renewal.
In the early 1930s, film – and more broadly, filmmaking as an aesthetic practice – 

prompted Jan Mukařovský to write not just one but three significant texts. Each of these 
introduced at least one key analytical category that he would later revisit in more com-
plex theoretical contexts: structure and acting (Mukařovský 2008b), time in art (Mukařov­
ský 2008c), and space in art, examined within the broader framework of film aesthetics 
(Mukařovský 2008a). It was in the last of these, published in 1933, that Mukařovský 
first articulated his concept of norm in a more general aesthetic sense. The extended 
excerpt that follows is particularly important for two reasons. First, it directly connects 
to Jakobson’s ideas discussed earlier. Second, it marks the point at which Mukařovský 
establishes the notion of norm in a specific theoretical sense.
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“Nevertheless, the question of the relation between aesthetics and film has not yet lost its immedia-
cy, for this young art, whose development is still disturbed by changes in its technological (‘me-
chanical’) basis, has a much stronger need than traditional arts for a norm, both in a positive sense 
(something to observe) and in a negative sense (something to violate). Film artists are at a disadvan-
tage because they face possibilities in their work that are too broad and undiversified. Arts with a long 
tradition always have at hand a wide range of devices that have gained a definite, stabilized form and 
conventional meanings through a lengthy development. […] This does not, however, mean that the 
artist cannot alter traditional norms and conventions; on the contrary, they are frequently violated […], 
and this violation is experienced as an intentional artistic method. What seems to be a limitation is 
thus, in essence, an enrichment of artistic possibilities, and until recently film had almost no truly 
distinct norms and conventions, even now there are only a few. Film artists therefore seek norms.” 
(Mukařovský 2008a: 251)

While Jakobson perceives the norms of the silent film era as stable, Jan Mukařovský 
takes a different view. For Mukařovský, the arrival of sound film does not mean that film­
makers can simply define themselves against an established set of conventions. Rather, 
he argues that it merely delays the moment when cinema, as an art form, will fully estab­
lish its norms – only then will it be possible to meaningfully resist them. However, within 
two years, Mukařovský’s stance becomes more skeptical. By 1935, he explicitly excludes 
film from the realm of art, seeing it as too deeply embedded in its industrial nature (Muka­
řovský 1935a: 97–98). Yet the primary difference between Jakobson and Mukařovský 
lies in their chosen perspectives – an aspect I consider crucial to this article and to the 
foundational understanding of the explanatory approach to the concept of norm.
Mukařovský’s 1933 essay K estetice filmu [A Note on the Aesthetics of Film] is the 

last standard scholarly text in which Mukařovský places the relationship between artis-
tic norms and creative decision-making at the center of his analysis. It is precisely this 
dimension of the norm that I consider significant concerning historical poetics and that 
also Mukařovský himself regarded as essential at this stage of his thinking. Here, the artist 
can be understood as a rational agent who navigates creative challenges by selecting 
among standardized means – adopting some, rejecting others, embracing certain norms 
while resisting others. Mukařovský explicitly states that “what seems to be a limitation 
is thus, in essence, an enrichment of artistic possibilities,” and he speaks of “intentional 
artistic method” (Mukařovský 2008a: 251).
Mukařovský later explored the theoretical dimensions of the artist’s role. He examined 

notions of individuality, personality in art, and questions of (non)intentionality. He even 
planned a monograph on the “poet” (Sládek 2015: 258–263). However, he never again 
explicitly linked the artist’s agency to the discussion of the (aesthetic) norm in a scholarly 
article. As his work evolved, the artist as a deliberate, rational entity responding to specific 
norms became increasingly marginalized, though never entirely dismissed.
In his later theoretical writings, and in subsequent Czech structuralist scholarship, the 

norm was increasingly understood in a systemic way. It was seen primarily as a semiotic 
and social phenomenon. This shift highlighted two main areas. The first was its connec-
tion to the structural patterns of artistic works (e.g., Sus 1966; 1967; 1976). The second 
was its relationship to reception. Broadly, this concerned the perceiving subject (reader, 
viewer). More specifically, it addressed how works are reflected upon and interpreted 
(e.g., Vodička 1969a: 34–41).
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The perspective of the creating artist and the perspective of the active perceiver can-
not be entirely separated. We access the identification and discussion of artistic norms 
primarily through the analysis of specific artworks. These works are the results of cre-
ative processes, and we engage with them as perceivers, whether as readers or viewers. 
However, poetics, as defined above, focuses on the creative act itself, both intentional 
and unintentional, and how it engages with these norms. This differs from the (later) 
Czech structuralist emphasis on how norms manifest in the final aesthetic value of the 
work. Notably, in Occidental Poetics, Lubomír Doležel highlights just the relationship 
between norms and the creative subject as a key aspect of Mukařovský’s semiotic per-
spective on the subject precisely in the relationship between norms on the one hand and 
the creative subject on the other:

“On the sender’s side, the objective factors operate as literary norms constraining the individual crea­
tive act. The historically changing norms codetermine not only the work’s theme, genre, style, and 
the like even regulate the admission of particular aspects of the subject into the process of creation 
[…]. The creative subject is in dialectical tension with the intersubjective norms, challenging their 
authority by constant violations.” (Doležel 1990: 159–160)

Not only does A note on the aesthetics of film fall within the explanatory approach to 
the notion of norm, but so do two lectures Mukařovský delivered at Czech and interna-
tional forums in the 1930s. These lectures – Estetická norma [The aesthetic norm] (Muka­
řovský 1978) and Problémy estetické normy [Problems of the aesthetic norm] (Mukařov­
ský 1971) – present an even more complex relationship between the artist and the norm.
In both cases, Mukařovský often frames his argument in a way that rhetorically dis-

places the artist’s role in the presence of norms within a work. Instead, norms seem to act 
upon the work, combine with one another, and enter into it as external forces. However, 
in Problems of the aesthetic norm – which I will analyze in detail in the next section – 
Mukařovský repeatedly emphasizes the artist’s membership in a collective that imposes 
unformulated, yet binding, collective norms (Mukařovský 1971: 37, 42). He even arrives 
at a surprising interpretation of individual norms (ibid.: 42–43).
Mukařovský explicitly links the adoption of norms as binding rules to the teaching 

practices of art schools. Yet he also acknowledges that graduates may later rebel against 
these same norms (Mukařovský 1971: 46). In the final part of the lecture, he offers an 
anecdotal example of a poet he supposedly met who refuses to conform to norms. The 
poet values research on norms, precisely because it allows him to recognize and avoid 
them (ibid.: 47).
In this lecture, Mukařovský appears aware of the research potential of norms for 

historical poetics and even encourages such inquiry in his conclusion. At the same time, 
he indirectly acknowledges key pitfalls in both his own conceptualization of norms and 
later commentaries on it. The most significant issue is the lack of systematic analysis of 
primary materials, whether in the form of artistic works or texts related to their creation. 
As he himself states:

“The only way to solve the most general philosophical problems [such as norm research, RDK notes] 
leads today, I believe, from the most concrete material across the bridge of comparing results obtained 
on different kinds of such concrete materials” (Mukařovský 1971: 48, translation mine).
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No such project preceded Mukařovský’s systemically conceived articles on the aes­
thetic norm. In other words, all of his conclusions were drawn without a primary research 
framework in which the notion of norm functioned as an analytical tool. Yet, if applied to 
a critically selected sample of works, artistic collectives, or specific careers, the concept 
of norm could have revealed new patterns and trajectories. At the same time, this approach 
would have stripped the notion of its metaphorical aspects and clarified its multitude of 
simultaneous but disparate meanings.
Within the framework of Czech structuralism, previously identified aesthetic phenom­

ena and developmental lines were, and still are, referred to as norms in an analogical 
manner: without the analytical support of the concept itself. As far as I am aware, Muka­
řovský engaged in a material-based project in this specific sense only once, in his 1929 
lecture O současné poetice [On contemporary poetics]. There, following Yuri Tynianov, 
he developed the concept of literary evolution (Mukařovský 1982: 29–31), using as an 
example his own book-length analysis of a particular Romantic poetic work – Máj by 
Karel Hynek Mácha (cf. Mukařovský 1928). On one occasion, he even used the notion 
of norm, though in a rather metaphorical sense (Mukařovský 1982: 30).
A significantly more complex and later example of a similarly material-based project 

is Felix Vodička’s remarkable study on the beginnings of modern Czech prose fiction 
(Vodička 1948). However, Vodička did not apply the concept of norm in this analysis. 
In his other studies, he reserved the notion of norm primarily for research on reception 
(Vodička 1969b: 193–219). As F. W. Galan observes, “the grounds for concretization, in 
Vodička’s view, are discovered in the continuous regrouping of norms, against the shifting 
background of which the literary public responds to every literary work” (Galan 1985: 154).
In Czech structuralism, the notion of norm thus remains primarily a theoretical and 

system-based concept. It is discussed mainly as an abstract idea from which poetics can 
draw, while remaining aware of its methodological and terminological limitations. This 
brings us back to Mukařovský’s article A note on the aesthetics of film, which stands out 
for another crucial reason: its primacy. It is likely Mukařovský’s first thoughtful pro-
posal of the norm as a specific concept for aesthetic analysis. This can be inferred from 
the fact that, as early as the second paragraph, he defines the concept of norm in its de­
scriptive function, contrasting it with the prescriptive nature of normative aesthetics. He 
also situates his concept within the broader aims of aesthetics (Mukařovský 2008a: 252). 
This is a significant move, as explaining the notion of norm in both normative and non-
normative terms always risks misunderstanding or distortion. That may be one reason 
why Mukařovský never returned to the concept after the 1940s.
Peter Steiner also noted that Mukařovský’s choice of the term norm

“was perhaps not a happy one, for the word ‘norm’ often refers to an obligatory rule, and this is not 
what the [Prague] Structuralists had in mind. Further, in the realm of art any reference to norms brings 
to mind various schools of normative aesthetics which attempted to differentiate between art and 
non-art on the basis of fixed rules” (Steiner 1976: 90).

At the same time, Mukařovský’s choice made sense. Not only did it have a precedent 
in the aesthetics of Otakar Zich (cf. Steiner 2014: 60–62), but it also engaged with 
a broader theoretical debate in pre-war and interwar legal theory (cf. Kokeš 2019: 54). 
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Mukařovský was familiar with the Brno Normative School of Law, led by František 
Weyr, Jaroslav Kallab, and Karel Engliš (cf. Galán 1985: 198, n. 34; cf. Procházka 1930). 
However, his approach was closer to the Viennese model of a hierarchical system of 
norms proposed by Hans Kelsen (cf. Weinberger 1995: 70–108). In fact, Mukařovský 
explicitly draws on the theory of legal norms as a background for his discussion of aes­
thetic norms (Mukařovský 1935b: 201, 204–205; Mukařovský 1936: 26, 30; Mukařov­
ský 1971: 37, 39, 43–44; Mukařovský 1978: 50).
Importantly, however, both the meaning of the notion of norm and its rhetorical func-

tion underwent a shift. It moved from being an explanatory tool with the potential to 
analyze creativity (Mukařovský 2008a) to taking on a systemic role as “a rule, claiming 
to be unalterable in its validity” (Mukařovský 1935b: 199; Mukařovský 1936: 24). In this 
later conception, the norm is “seen more as a formula superimposed on individual crea­
tions from the point of view of the recipient or critic” (Haman 2006: 46). This represents 
a significant departure from not only Mukařovský’s 1933 article on film but also from 
two of his later lectures in the second half of the 1930s.
In his 1937 lecture The aesthetic norm, delivered in France, the norm is already de-

fined as “a regulating principle. To the acting individual a norm makes its presence felt 
as a limitation on the freedom of his action. […] Therefore, whether a norm as applied 
consciously or unconsciously, it is in essence energy rather than a rule” (Mukařovský 
1978: 49–50). He further emphasizes the need to “distinguish between the norm and its 
codification” (ibid.: 56). This distinction led later commentators to divide the concept 
into codified and customary norms (Haman 2006: 47), or to differentiate between norm-
instruction (or norm-rule) on one hand, and norm-impulse (or norm-energy) on the other 
(Sus 1966: 307–308).
Oleg Sus, for example, notes that in Mukařovský’s Aesthetic Function, Norm and Value 

as Social Facts (Mukařovský 1936), the norm is understood exclusively in the codified 
sense. According to Sus, Mukařovský

“interprets the norm on the whole as a regulative principle, related to generally appreciated purposes, 
and not only to singular ones, given by the arbitrariness of an individual. The constitutive relation is 
defined as a correlation between the value – in art it is superior to the norm which tends ex definitione 
to general validity, to unlimited obligatoriness; for it is to be applied as a measure in all relevant 
instances subject to it” (Sus 1976: 41).

However, the norm is inseparably linked not only to value but also to function. As Sus 
explains: “In Mukařovský’s opinion, the function is the point of departure, the regula-
tive norm is the intermediate member, the value – the goal of these dialectical intercon-
nections” (Sus 1976: 40). Crucially, the aesthetic norm in Mukařovský’s conception is 
not characterized by stability. Rather, its defining feature lies in its constant instability, 
negation, and violation.

“The norm thus aims at unlimited validity. At the same time, however, it is limited by this aim. Not 
only can it be violated, but it is even possible – and very common in practice – to have two or more 
norms, applicable to the same specific cases and measuring the same value, which compete with each 
other. A norm is thus based on a fundamental dialectical antinomy between an unexceptional validity 
and a mere regulative, even merely indicative, potency that implies the conceivability of its viola-
tion. […] It usually serves as a mere background for a permanent violation” (Mukařovský 1936: 26, 
translation mine)



41Slovo a slovesnost (2025) 86 (1), 32–58

If we consider Mukařovský’s claim that a true norm exists only “when it is a matter 
of generally recognized goals, in relation to which value is felt to exist independently of 
the will of the individual and his subjective decision” (Mukařovský 1936: 25, translation 
mine), several critical questions arise. How do we even identify such codified aesthetic 
norms? How do we establish a stable background when this background itself remains 
in constant unstable flux? And how do we distinguish between a mere transformation of 
a norm and the moment when one norm is fully replaced by another?
Mukařovský makes these questions even more difficult to resolve by introducing nu­

merous dialectical antinomies into which the norm is embedded: rule vs. energy, validity 
vs. violation, value vs. non-value, aesthetic vs. non-aesthetic, canonical vs. non-canonical. 
However, he directly addresses these concerns in his 1937 lecture, where he writes that

“we must find the constant from which the authority of the aesthetic norm can be derived and which 
can become, because of its stability, the unchangeable nucleus of all its possible historical metamor-
phoses. We believe that such a constant should be sought in the anthropological organization of man, 
common to all human beings regardless of differences of time, place, and social position” (Mukařov­
ský 1978: 77; cf. Mukařovský 1936: 28).

Many of the pitfalls of Mukařovský’s proposal have already been highlighted in de-
bates surrounding the anthropological dimension of the notion of norm (Schmid 1976; 
Grygar 1982; for a summary, see Striedter 1989: 207–217). It remains unclear how an-
thropological postulates can help identify the stages of a norm’s validity or invalidity. 
Nor is it clear how they can assist in defining norms as collectively shared rules – some-
thing understood as “part of a temporal and group consciousness” (Grygar 2006: 90, 
translation mine). Even more challenging is the question of how, at an analytical or 
empirical level, one could identify “the coexistence and competition of a great many 
simultaneous aesthetic norms” (Mukařovský 1936: 36, translation mine).
A key source of these objections, in my view, lies in Mukařovský’s insistence on the 

violation of norms, as well as his assumption of their constant evolution (Mukařovský 
1936: 44). This perspective conflicts with the fundamental idea that norms, by their na­
ture, strive for permanence. Mukařovský’s strong emphasis on mutability and constant 
evolution is particularly striking. Both literary theorist Petr Václav Zima and art historian 
Ján Bakoš attribute this emphasis to the influence of Czech avant-garde movements. 
Zima argues that

“the avant-gardist and engaged character of Mukařovský’s conception of art history lies in the fact 
that art history is dominated not by ‘disinterested liking’ but by rebellion against the aesthetic norm. 
[…] Art shocks and invites dissent, engagement, and disengagement” (Zima 2014: 29–30, translation 
mine).

However, Bakoš’s explanation is more relevant to our discussion. Through a com-
parison with Ernst Gombrich, he offers a crucial perspective on how the notion of norm 
can be applied to historical poetics – a field that, by its very nature, seeks to understand 
long-term continuities:

“The difference in the understanding of tradition between the formalists and structuralists on the one 
hand (development as the breaking and overcoming of conventions and traditions) and Gombrich on 
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the other (creation as a variation and innovative re-production of the status quo) is rooted in a basic 
ideological attitude and is reflected in the view of the philosophy of art history: Formalists and struc­
turalists, as devoted followers of artistic avant-gardes, were in fact progressivists and ‘futurists’: they 
saw the basic motivation of art history, of developmental change, in constant reinvention and orig-
inality. Gombrich, on the other hand, must be placed among the neoconservatives: for him, art is not 
primarily aimed at innovation and originality, but at maintaining the status quo. Innovation is a tool 
for preserving tradition.” (Bakoš 2000: 199, translation mine)

This distinction is crucial for the continued viability of the concept and is reflected 
in how film historian David Bordwell incorporated the notion of norm into his work. 
Bordwell explicitly drew on the 1978 English translation of the lecture The aesthetic norm, 
while referencing Aesthetic Function, Norm and Value as Social Facts only when it 
aligned with The aesthetic norm or supported his own objectives (for details, see Kokeš 
2019). But Bordwell did not adopt the idea of historical dynamics from Mukařovský. 
Instead, he derived it from Gombrich.5 Nevertheless, Bordwell adopts a useful observa-
tion from Mukařovský, the second part of which contrasts with some claims made in 
Aesthetic Function, Norm and Value as Social Facts:

“The history of art has much more the nature of a perpetual revolt against the norm. There are, of 
course, periods tending toward maximally attainable harmony and stability; they are usually called 
periods of classicism” (Mukařovský 1978: 54).

At this point, Gombrich’s approach to tradition and Mukařovský’s conception of norms 
unexpectedly converge. In periods of classicism, alternative norms are defined nega-
tively – positioned against the classical norm, which is understood as long-term stable 
and widely shared. As I will explain later, Gombrich describes this principle in his dis-
cussion of classicism in art (Gombrich 1971: 81–98), and a variation of it can be found in 
Bordwell’s research on Hollywood cinema (Bordwell, Staiger & Thompson 1985: 3–11; 
cf. Kokeš 2019).
Therefore, I do not see the path to a (historical) poetics of norms in the direction out­

lined by Oleg Sus. Sus, in his intellectually rigorous approach, attempted to construct 
a sufficiently complex system that could reconcile the disparity between different mod-
els of norms. However, I argue for the opposite approach. If I have so far only loosely 
highlighted the differences between the explanatory and systemic approaches to the no­
tion of the norm, I now find it essential to distinguish these two perspectives even more 
explicitly, particularly in Mukařovský’s theoretical work – but not exclusively.
The systemic approach dominates Mukařovský’s writings from 1935a–c, 1936, 1940, 

and 1941. In contrast, the explanatory approach is most evident in his 1933 article on film 
aesthetics (Mukařovský 2008a) and in two lectures from the 1930s, published in Czech 
in 1966 (and in English in 1978) and 1971.

5	 This was especially evident in Bordwell’s lecture Seeing and Seeking: A Beholder’s Guide to Gombrich 
on April 6, 2018, at Washington University in St. Louis. I am indebted to Colin Burnett for pointing out 
some key aspects of this lecture and grateful to David Bordwell for subsequently providing the background 
material for it.



43Slovo a slovesnost (2025) 86 (1), 32–58

Two lectures and two typologies: an explanatory approach to the norm

Literary scholar Bohumil Fořt also highlights the fundamental diversity of the notion 
of norm, a complexity that, in a way, permeates the discussed monograph Aesthetic Function, 
Norm and Value as Social Facts (Mukařovský 1936). Fořt observes that Mukařovský

“connects the following or violation of a norm with authorial intention – even in this case, it seems 
that the two levels are mixed: the dynamic flow of energy, i.e., the systemic conception of the aesthet­
ic norm, with the necessarily discrete and descriptivist conception of norm, which is the conscious 
regulator of everyday literary life” (Fořt 2008: 63, translation mine; cf. Galan 1985: 165).

Fořt similarly critiques the theoretical link between aesthetic norm and value (Fořt 
2008: 64), just as Lubomír Doležel, in Occidental Poetics, questions the parallel between 
aesthetic norms and linguistic norms:

“By introducing ‘norm’ into a non-normative poetics, Mukařovský is forced into a contradiction: 
while asserting the analogy between literary and linguistics norms, he must also recognize their es­
sential differences. […] The Saussurean interpretation of literary norms does not offer a satisfactory 
explanation of the supraindividual restrictions imposed on poetic creativity.” (Doležel 1989: 163)

In the end, Fořt cogently challenges the whole systemic function-norms-value pro-
posal as social facts, arguing that the categories are too interdependent. The system, he 
argues, is “built on a terminological base that […] is not general enough to bear the load 
across the several levels of contexts in which it is used” (Fořt 2008: 64, translation mine). 
A different kind of systemic critique comes from Polish film scholar Mirosław Przyli­
piak, who traces the gradual transformations of the norm within Mukařovský’s mono-
graph, as well as shifts in its focus. Przylipiak observes that

“what seems to draw his attention in the first place is neither the norm per se, nor its stability and 
external validity, but rather changeability, variability, and multitude of norms. The bulk of the chapter 
on norms attempts to explain this. Mukařovský’s explanation of changeability and variability of norms 
is of a sociological nature” (Przylipiak 2019: 82).

Przylipiak then concludes, however, that “clarity becomes blurred, when Mukařovský 
introduces two complications” (Przylipiak 2019: 82). The first concerns the question of 
“newness” and the related question of canons, and the second “vertical integration of so­
cial hierarchy and hierarchy of norms”. In both cases, Przylipiak identifies inconsisten-
cies and disruptions in the original argument. As a result, he ultimately asserts that “this 
part of the book contains contradictory and mutually exclusive statements” (Przylipiak 
2019: 83). In other words, the systemic relationships between the norm and its various 
contexts are themselves so problematic that they need not constrain how we think about 
the notion of norm as a tool for historical poetics.
Let us now return to Mukařovský’s explanatory approach to the norm, which is signif­

icantly less systemic and which he developed in two lectures from the second half of the 
1930s. Some aspects of his argument in Problems of the Aesthetic Norm have already 
been outlined above, but his proposed classification of norms has not yet been addressed. 
Mukařovský also introduced a different version of this classification in The aesthetic 
norm, a lecture published in French in Travaux du IXe Congrès international de philos­
ophie (Mukařovský 1937). It is impossible to determine with certainty which of these 
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two lectures came first, but this detail is unimportant for my analysis. Despite their appar­
ent similarities, I aim to demonstrate that each lecture presents a significantly different 
attitude to the norm as a dynamic tool.
Let us begin by focusing on the lecture The aesthetic norm, where Mukařovský arrives 

at a classification based on two key assumptions. First, he states that

“the work of art can be perceived against the background of a system of norms different from the one 
which is its own, and in such a case, it can be evaluated as a deformation of this different system” 
(Mukařovský 1978: 51).

Second, he argues that a work of art can be understood

“as a complex tangle of norms. Being full of internal harmonies and disharmonies, it represents 
a dynamic equilibrium of heterogeneous norms applied in part positively, in part negatively. This 
equilibrium is inimitable in its uniqueness” (Mukařovský 1978: 52).

From these two assumptions, he poses the central question: Which norms can the struc­
ture of a work of art include? In response, Mukařovský identifies four types of norms 
that can operate within a work of art:

1.	� Material norms. “[T]he norms that the material of a given art brings to the work.”
2.	� Technical norms. By them “we wish to designate certain habits, petrified residues 
of the long evolution of art, which have already lost the immediate efficacy of live 
aesthetic norms. […] Such conventions […] are considered as necessary elements 
of artistic apprenticeship.”

3.	� Practical norms. This category includes “ethical norms, political norms, religious 
norms, social norms, and so forth. They enter the work through the theme.”

4.	� Norms of aesthetic traditions. These are “norms, or rather systems of aesthetic 
norms, which are older in their origin than the work of art but which the artist 
brings into it as elements of its structure.”

	 (Mukařovský 1978: 53–54)

One could argue that Mukařovský does not clarify whether these categories represent 
types of aesthetic norms or rather types of norms that artists negotiate with, which only 
become aesthetic by entering the work. If the latter is the case, then aesthetic norms do 
not exist as a separate category but emerge only through artistic practice. This raises 
a question: “Is art merely an arrangement or combination of non-art?” (Wellek 1969: 21). 
Additionally, one might question whether Mukařovský’s classification is entirely coher­
ent. The categories he proposes seem to exist at different conceptual levels, and some 
overlap. In particular, the distinction between technical norms and norms of aesthetic 
traditions remains unclear.
Nevertheless, Mukařovský proposed a second classification of norms in his lecture 

Problems of the aesthetic norm. What I find particularly striking is the difference in how 
he introduces the first category of material norms, which appears in both typologies. In 
The aesthetic norm, he states:

“At the very surface, we encounter the norms that the material of a given art brings to the work” 
(Mukařovský 1978: 53).
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In Problems of the aesthetic norm, he introduces them differently:

“There are, if we proceed upwards from the base of the work of art, primarily the norms that the 
material brings with it to the work” (Mukařovský 1971: 40, translation mine).

This difference is significant. In the first case, the progression moves downward – from 
the surface of the work to the material. In the second, the movement is upward – from 
the material as a foundation toward the work itself. This shift in orientation largely shapes 
the internal logic of the other categories in each typology.
The second category, technical norms, also seems to coincide in both classifications, 

but only apparently. In The aesthetic norm, Mukařovský describes them as fossilized 
remnants of artistic evolution, stating that they have lost the immediate efficacy of live 
aesthetic norms and have become essential components of artistic training in schools. 
However, in Problems of the aesthetic norm, he presents a more concrete formulation:

“These are the residues of the long-term development of art, which have become precepts so common 
that they have ceased to have the mutability and momentum of aesthetic norms and have become 
something aesthetically indifferent” (Mukařovský 1971: 41, translation mine).

Here, the emphasis shifts in two key ways. First, these norms are defined by their 
limited creative potential, since they are static and rigid. More importantly, Mukařovský 
underscores their aesthetic indifference: they do not actively encourage the adoption of 
an aesthetic stance. However, he also notes that they can regain this aesthetic potential 
“in the way they are used” (ibid.). In other words, their transformation follows the classi­
cal formalist principle of ostranenie (i.e., defamiliarization or estrangement): an autom-
atized, stale artistic element can regain its expressive power through renewed creative use 
(cf. Shklovsky 1965: 3–24; Steiner 1984: 48–51; van den Oever 2010).
At the same time, there is another significant difference between the two lectures. In 

The aesthetic norm, Mukařovský classified under technical norms certain practices that 
cannot be considered aesthetically indifferent: “Among such conventions we should also 
include the regularities of genres […] and styles” (Mukařovský 1978: 53). Yet in Problems 
of the aesthetic norm, these elements are absent from the definition of technical norms. 
Where did they go? Mukařovský reassigned them to their own category.
Thus, the other type of norms he introduces here is “generic norms (namely the 

norms that constitute the artistic kind, Kunstgattung, genre) and also stylistic norms” 
(Mukařovský 1971: 41, translation mine). This distinction implies that metrical sche-
mas and, for example, the principles of detective fiction do not belong to the same cat-
egory. If metrical schemas fall under this type of norms, it is only in their conventional 
association with a particular genre, such as the heroic epic. Mukařovský positions 
generic norms at the boundary between the aesthetic and the non-aesthetic, noting that 
different aesthetic traditions approach the role of the generic canon in different ways 
(ibid.: 42).
This aesthetic/non-aesthetic dilemma disappears entirely in the case of his fourth cate­

gory of norms. Unlike the earlier classification, he no longer describes them as norms of 
aesthetic traditions (which would imply their external origin). Instead, he simply refers 
to them as aesthetic norms themselves. These norms relate to the concept of aesthetic 
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canons, both past and present, including the possibility of multiple canons coexisting 
simultaneously.
From a systemic perspective, what is particularly important here is that aesthetic norms 

are no longer viewed as mere social facts. Instead, they are connected to society in various 
ways, including through the rational activity of the creator. Mukařovský emphasizes this 
point:

“Let us note only that these individual canons are not impermeably separated from each other in 
society: each member of the collective is able to understand several of them passively or, in the case 
of an artistic creator, to use several canons actively. Well, here is a great opportunity for the artist to 
let several canons of norms cross each other in the work” (Mukařovský 1971: 42, translation mine).

This continuous emphasis on the artist’s active role in using and applying norms cul­
minates in Mukařovský’s introduction of a fifth type: individual norms (Mukařovský 
1971: 42–43), which I mentioned earlier. However, this focus on the creative dimension 
of norms enters the whole classification rather subtly. It is therefore somewhat surprising 
when Mukařovský concludes his five-part classification by stating that he has

“attempted to outline the full range of possibilities of the various combinations of norms that are at 
the artist’s fingertips” (Mukařovský 1971: 43).

In other words, while the two typologies of norms may appear similar, this similarity 
is largely illusory. Both categorizations are framed by broader theoretical-aesthetic discus­
sions, but their logic and function differ significantly. In The aesthetic norm, the typology 
serves as a tool for critically understanding the artwork as a complex tangle of norms. 
As mentioned earlier, this categorization moves downward – from the surface proper-
ties of the work (the material) toward the imaginary traces of the entering norms’ impact 
on the work’s structure. In contrast, in Problems of the aesthetic norm, the typology is 
ultimately revealed as a tool for understanding the artwork as a result of creative activ-
ity. This shift is accompanied by notable changes in the characterization of the types of 
norms. Here, aesthetic (in)difference is no longer primarily a matter of the perceiver’s 
interpretation of techniques but rather a question of the artist’s creative use of artistic 
means. Two aspects of this lecture stand out:

1.	� The absence of “practical norms”. Unlike in The aesthetic norm, the lecture Pro­
blems of the aesthetic norm does not include practical norms as a thematic or ideo­
logical influence on the work. This omission is surprising, particularly in the late 
1930s, when political and ideological concerns – such as the growing influence 
of Hitler’s Nazism – profoundly shaped many works of art (e.g., those of Karel 
Čapek).

2.	� The shifting emphasis on artistic activity. The first part of Problems of the aesthetic 
norm does not initially emphasize artistic agency, and after presenting the typology, 
it moves away from this line of argument once again.

Despite these inconsistencies, I consider this Mukařovský’s proposal to be a significant 
contribution to the debate on norms. Unfortunately, the lecture Problems of the aesthetic 
norm has been largely overlooked. Maybe it was because of its apparent similarities to 
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The aesthetic norm, which was included in Mukařovský’s 1966 anthology of aesthetic 
studies (Mukařovský 1966) and later received an English translation (Mukařovský 1978). 
It would be interesting to consider how international discussions on norms might have 
evolved if Problems of the aesthetic norm had been translated instead of The aesthetic 
norm. However, as has been shown elsewhere (Kokeš 2019) and outlined above, Muka­
řovský’s explanatory approach to norms has nonetheless had a significant influence on 
film historiography. This, however, does not apply to Mukařovský’s categorization of 
norms itself.
As remarkable as his classification of four types of norms (The aesthetic norm) and 

five types of norms (Problems of the aesthetic norm) may be, their applicability remains 
questionable, and they have never been consistently applied. What might be the reasons 
for this? On the one hand, key formative factors are omitted, including historical aware-
ness, questions of verisimilitude, and Mukařovský’s deliberate refusal to address emo-
tion as an aesthetic factor – even at a basic level, such as curiosity or suspense. On the 
other hand, these classifications allow for the identification and discussion of certain 
“inputs” into the aesthetic process. However, they do not provide an example of how 
aesthetic norms operate within a specific work, nor do they present a broader analysis 
of aesthetic norms after incorporating these “inputs”.
Despite these limitations, the strength of both lectures – particularly Problems of the 

aesthetic norm – lies in their relative “liberation” of the norm from rigid systemic con-
nections to function and value, even though Mukařovský still works with these concepts 
in his discussion. Ultimately, in both lectures, the norm is presented as a tool – not for 
defining static structures, but for clarifying how creativity (on the part of artists) and 
interpretation (on the part of perceivers) interact within specific constraints and shaping 
factors.

Norms and cinema: David Bordwell’s application and elaboration of the concept

So how was Mukařovský’s idea of the norm further developed? As far as I am aware, 
film scholar David Bordwell has been the most consistent and long-term contributor to 
this concept since the 1980s. Unlike my earlier article (cf. Kokeš 2019), this one does not 
examine how Bordwell and Kristin Thompson used the notion of norm as a strategic tool – 
to establish their position in the field, to engage in polemics with alternative approach-
es, and to construct an ambitious research project on Hollywood aesthetics. Instead, my 
focus here is on how Bordwell himself elaborated the concept of norm.
In The Classical Hollywood Cinema, written in the late 1970s and early 1980s, Bord­

well still explicitly referred to Mukařovský’s categories from The aesthetic norm (Bord­
well, Staiger & Thompson 1985: 4–5). However, by the time he wrote Narration in the 
Fiction Film, he had already introduced his own, more flexible classification of norms 
(Bordwell 1985: 149–155). This new division became a key conceptual tool especially for 
his extensive research on the poetics of Japanese director Yasujiro Ozu (Bordwell 1988). 
Bordwell distinguished norms as extrinsic and intrinsic, which I will now introduce one 
by one.
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In Narration in the Fiction Film, Bordwell writes of extrinsic norms:
“The notion of norm is straightforward: any film can be seen as seeking to meet or not to meet a co­
herent standard established by fiat or by previous practice. […] Jan Mukařovský thus posits an initial 
distinction between the reigning norm – the canonized style, the mainstream practice – and devia-
tions from that. In fictional cinema, the split would correspond to the average viewer’s distinction 
between ordinary movies and offbeat stuff. We can go further, however. For the one thing, within 
the reigning norm there is always a range of differentiation. Moreover, outside the reigning norm, 
all is not sheer heterogeneity. A deviation from mainstream practice tends itself to be organized with 
respect to another extrinsic norm, however much a minority a minority affair it may be. Films like 
the Spider’s Strategem and The Confrontation clearly deviate from the narrational canons of classical 
cinema, but they are constructed in line with other norms. We are left with the possibility that a film 
may be analyzed as norm-breaking, norm-affirming, or both. A film may accede (differentially) to 
a reigning set of norms: nearly all Hollywood films do this.” (Bordwell 1985: 150)

I included a longer quote because, while echoes of Jan Mukařovský’s thinking about 
the norm can still be heard in Bordwell’s work, he incorporates several stabilizing ele-
ments that Mukařovský does not. These include the mainstream as the norm, the expec-
tations of the average viewer, Hollywood standardization, and – though implicit – the 
assumption of the typical film as the basic unit of research.
For Bordwell, Hollywood cinema exemplifies classicism, which serves not only as 

a set of norms for Hollywood filmmakers but also, due to its international intelligibility, 
as a canonical narrative model that provides a backdrop for artistic decisions worldwide. 
However, in Bordwell’s framework, extrinsic norms function not only horizontally (as 
sets of reciprocal alternatives) but also vertically. By this, I mean that while Hollywood 
cinema represents a long-standing, relatively stable tradition, it also incorporates genre 
norms that follow many classical Hollywood conventions while violating others in signif­
icant ways – as seen in genres like musicals, detective films, melodramas, or horror films.
In Narration in the Fiction Film, Bordwell identifies four historical modes of narra-

tion, each defined in relation to its corresponding extrinsic norms. However, three of 
those modes are explained more or less in comparison to classical (Hollywood) narra­
tion (Bordwell 1985: 156–204), which remains the most widely used reference point: 
art-cinema narration (Bordwell 1985: 205–233); historical-materialist narration (Bord­
well 1985: 234–273); parametric narration (Bordwell 1985: 274–310).
On the one hand, this is the most comprehensive application of the notion of norm as 

an analytical tool, used both to examine a vast range of artistic traditions and to clarify 
historical trajectories in film narration. However, as Przylipiak (2019: 12) points out, 
the criteria for what qualifies as a norm – and why – are often left ambiguous. On the 
other hand, it is worth noting that Bordwell’s approach – framing Hollywood film as 
a form of cinematic classicism – mirrors Ernst Gombrich’s idea of “terms of exclusion” 
in his famous essay Norm and Form. More specifically, Gombrich describes how artis-
tic periods such as Gothic, Renaissance, Mannerist, Baroque, and Rococo are identified 
in contrast to the defining features of classicism:

“It is no accident, I believe, that the various terms for non-classical styles turn out to be such terms 
of exclusion. It was the classical tradition of normative aesthetics that first formulated some rules 
of art, and such rules are most easily formulated negatively as a catalogue of sins to be avoided.” 
(Gombrich 1971: 89)
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Bordwell does not create “a catalogue of sins to be avoided”, nor does he treat the non-
classical modes of narration as mere deviations. Instead, he presents them as positive alter­
natives, each governed by its own set of norms with comparable strength to those of clas­
sical Hollywood cinema. Similarly, Bordwell classifies and names these modes based on 
persistent shaping principles, identifying norms in a positive sense rather than defining 
them solely in opposition to Hollywood conventions. Even so, the degree of divergence 
from the “shared awareness” of Hollywood norms (recognized by both filmmakers and 
audiences) remains a significant argument, particularly in the case of the art-cinema mode.
Bordwell takes a more cautious approach to norms in his later book Ozu and the 

Poetics of Cinema (Bordwell 1988: 17, 21–30, 73). Notably, the notion of extrinsic 
norms does not appear explicitly until page 73, and even then, it is presented primarily 
in opposition to intrinsic norms. Until that point, Bordwell refers to norms without any 
permanent qualifier, even though he uses the term in an extrinsic sense. More precisely, 
for Bordwell, norms constitute one type of background. He assumes that

“only against historically significant backgrounds do particular works achieve salience, for audienc-
es or analysts. […] For a filmmaker, the pertinent backgrounds are at least two: the mode of film 
production and consumption within which s/he works; and the formal norms which come to hand” 
(Bordwell 1988: 17).

Here, Bordwell defines norms in a more specific way, primarily in relation to the 
historical conditions of Japanese cinema – a shift from his broader definition above. But 
what is the relationship between the filmmaker, norms, and context? On this point, Bord­
well views norms as mediations, referencing Aristotle and Marxist theory. He argues 
that a filmmaker’s works should be understood

“as lying in the core of a set of concentric circles. We cannot simply link the outermost circle – that is, 
the most broad and general features of Japanese society or history – to these films. The concentric circles 
in between represent the more pertinent and concrete forces impinging on the films” (Bordwell 1988: 17).

To illustrate how Bordwell uses norms as an empirical research tool, I will now ex-
amine his rhetorical strategy in greater detail. In the book section on “backgrounds”, 
and especially in the subsection on “decorative style”, we can observe three significant 
shifts from Bordwell’s earlier conceptualization of norms:

1.	� A more precise definition of (extrinsic) norms and their significance for filmmakers. 
Bordwell explicitly emphasizes that filmmakers are rational agents who work within 
conventions of filmic composition, which he calls norms. He writes: “The poetician 
makes those norms explicit as a way of explaining why films have certain features. 
This will involve describing a particular filmmaking practice by virtue of its pre-
ferred subjects, themes, genres, styles, and narrative principles” (Bordwell 1988: 21).

2.	� A revision of Bordwell’s use of classical Hollywood style as a comparative tool. 
In Ozu and the Poetics of Cinema, classical Hollywood style no longer serves as 
a universal, canonical background. Instead, Bordwell treats it as an empirical his-
torical factor: Japanese filmmakers actively studied Hollywood films, sought to ap­
ply their principles, and at the same time supplemented them with practices rooted 
in Japanese aesthetic traditions (Bordwell 1988: 21–23; cf. Turim 2024).
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3.	� A new explanation of this negotiation, framed through three stylistic modulations 
of the so-called decorative style. Bordwell identifies these three stylistic variations 
by examining their specific artistic practices, functions, prevailing genre frame-
works, and overall stylistic characteristics, as well as by analyzing individual film­
makers and films. These three variations are: calligraphic style, pictorialist style, 
and piecemeal style (Bordwell 1988: 23–24). In relation to these styles, Bordwell 
presents “two principal conceptions” of how major artists engage with the norms 
of their time: (a) the consummate expression model, and (b) the model of conflict 
between the artist and the reigning norms (Bordwell 1988: 24). However, he does 
not treat these as a rigid dichotomy. Instead, he sees them as a spectrum of possibil­
ities – a conceptual framework through which we can critically analyze how indi-
vidual filmmakers negotiate with stylistic options they have.

I have not attempted to reconstruct Bordwell’s entire discussion of extrinsic norms, 
particularly because his argument is exclusively tied to the industrial, cultural, and aes-
thetic contexts of Japanese cinema, with a focus on Yasujiro Ozu. However, I have sought 
to outline how the notion of norm evolved as a research tool within Bordwell’s project. 
The ambitions of this project, in many ways, reflect the implicit ambitions found in Muka­
řovský’s abstract proposals – especially those in Problems of the aesthetic norm, a work 
that Bordwell, paradoxically, could not have known.
Nevertheless, Ozu and the Poetics of Cinema marks another key shift. While Bord-

well builds on the theoretical framework he developed in Narration in the Fiction Film, 
he ultimately dispenses with the category of extrinsic norms. To the best of my knowl-
edge, Bordwell never returned to this concept in his later published research. However, 
the second category he proposed – intrinsic norms – has gained increasing importance 
and variation over time. To fully grasp this tendency, we need to return to Narration in 
the Fiction Film. In this book, Bordwell defines intrinsic norms as follows:

“standards attained within the text itself. Intrinsic narrational norms obviously constitute a central 
source for our stable and ongoing expectations as move through a particular film. Because of the 
primacy effect and the durational control that the viewing situation exercises, the viewer tends to base 
conclusions about the narrational norm upon the earliest portions of the syuzhet. […] Like all norms, 
intrinsic norms can be transgressed or modified. The narration can deviate from its own most likely 
patterns of construction. […] The concept of the intrinsic norm lets us study narration as a dynamic 
phenomenon, capable of developing through the film and shaping or challenging expectations in the 
process. It should be noted, however, that a film’s intrinsic norms may be more or less idiosyncratic. 
[…] What makes a norm diversified is that it creates a range of compositional options” (Bordwell 
1985: 150–151).

On the one hand, despite its relative abstractness, this Bordwell’s definition of intrinsic 
norms is more transparent than his formulation of extrinsic norms, we examined above. 
On the other hand, a fundamental question arises: Are these norms truly equivalent to 
the discussion we are pursuing here? We could, instead, refer to them as constructional 
or formative principles of a work (cf. Doležel 1998: 139) or, following Yuri Tynianov, 
as principles of construction (Tynianov 2019: 161–162). Alternatively, we might adopt 
the term global regularities (cf. Doležel 1979: 201). Bordwell’s earlier work offers yet 
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another possibility – considering form through its logical, temporal, and spatial princi-
ples (Bordwell 1981: 5–7). However, the terms principle, global regularities, or patterns 
may have been seen as too broad to serve as a precise analytical tool. In the spirit of 
Kristin Thompson’s neoformalist program, we could also see intrinsic norms in relation 
to the dominant, which she defines as:

“the main formal principal a work or group of works uses to organize devices into a whole. The dom­
inant determines which devices and functions will come forward as important defamiliarizing traits, 
and which will be less important. The dominant will pervade the work, governing and linking small-
scale devices to large-scale ones: through the dominant, the stylistic, narrative, and thematic levels will 
relate to each other” (Thompson 1988: 43).

So, is extending the notion of norm to the internal organization of a work not an inher­
ently unsystematic step? I would argue that Bordwell’s concept of intrinsic norms serves 
as a functional alternative to the dominant, as redefined by Kristin Thompson. In fact, 
as Thompson herself demonstrates, the idea of the dominant was already semantically 
unstable in the original debates among Russian formalists (Thompson 1988: 89–95). Fur­
thermore, across her analyses in Breaking the Glass Armor, the term appears in multiple 
functional variations.
A reasonable explanation for Bordwell’s unconventional application of the idea of 

norm – including its extension to internal order within a work’s structure – is that it al-
lowed him to distance himself from unwanted theoretical associations. By doing so, he 
could focus exclusively on the processes that interested him without being tied to pre-
existing theoretical frameworks. However, when it comes to intrinsic norms, Bordwell 
introduces a functional shift between Narration in the Fiction Film and Ozu and the Po­
etics of Cinema. At first glance, in Ozu and the Poetics of Cinema, the definition of in-
trinsic norms appears to remain the same, particularly in its connection to the spectator. 
As Bordwell writes, viewers are

“guided by a film’s intrinsic norms, the premises ‘locked in’ the moment the film starts. These norms 
involve all aspects of materials and form, but they operate most subtly in the domain of narration” 
(Bordwell 1988: 73).

But in the very next sentence, the emphasis shifts – from intrinsic norms as a framework 
for spectatorship to “Ozu’s attempt to create unique intrinsic norms” (Bordwell 1988: 73). 
This modification is fundamental because the carefully argued set of intrinsic norms run­
ning across Ozu’s films comes to define his poetics as a whole (Bordwell 1988: 74–108). 
The following section then directly begins with the sentence:

“Ozu’s sparse intrinsic norms create an ‘overunified’ formal system, one in which even framing or 
gestures or cuts that are initially motivated by causality come to bear a stylistic surplus” (Bordwell 
1988: 109).

Here, Bordwell moves from (meticulous) identifying and analyzing the norms of spe­
cific works to (meticulous) identifying and analyzing authorial norms that span multiple 
films. This shift supports my hypothesis that intrinsic norms serve as Bordwell’s more 
stable and theoretically robust alternative to Kristin Thompson’s concept of the domi-
nant (recall her definition: “formal principal of a work or group of works”).
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This is yet another rhetorical refinement in Bordwell’s approach. However, as in 
Narration in the Fiction Film, this rhetoric is substantiated by a series of detailed and 
revelatory analyses of individual films. These analyses not only clarify the formal and 
stylistic tendencies of a given work or creator, but they are also consistently connected 
to broader frameworks and explained in relation to them: (1) Norms that affect and shape 
both Ozu’s individual films and his body of work as a whole. (2) Ozu’s working prac-
tices, alongside the specific production conditions and standards of studio-system of Jap­
anese cinema. By integrating these perspectives, Bordwell contextualizes Ozu’s artistic 
decisions within both his own creative approach and the broader structures of the film 
industry in which he worked. Through his multilayered approach, Bordwell effectively 
demonstrates how intrinsic norms function as both an analytical tool and a means of un­
derstanding creative decision-making across a filmmaker’s oeuvre.

Intrinsic norms continued to appear in Bordwell’s analyses and larger projects over 
the next three decades, though, they did not regain a prominent role until his last book, 
Perplexing Plots (Bordwell 2023), where he explicitly analyzes narrative norms. The 
same could have been said of Bordwell’s earlier Reinventing Hollywood (Bordwell 2017), 
yet in that book, he refers to norms only sparingly. Instead, his primary conceptual tool 
is Ernst Gombrich’s notion of schema: “Schemas are reliable solutions to artistic prob-
lems. […] Ernst Gombrich suggests that such patterns are one source of changing styles 
in the visual arts” (Bordwell 2017: 41). Bordwell acknowledges that schemas and norms 
functionally overlap, stating: “Schema, formula, norm, convention, switcheroo – whatever 
we call the process of varying received patterns, it reminds us that Hollywood cinema 
was and is highly formal” (Bordwell 2017: 45). So why did Bordwell ultimately choose 
to elevate schema to a central position instead of norm in the case of this book? In terms 
of immediate analytical application and explanatory power, the two terms are not entirely 
interchangeable. While norms can – and often do – represent complex sets of artistic 
solutions, the notion of schema, as defined by Gombrich, refers to much more elemen-
tary, fragmentary, and easily modifiable structures:

“Copying, we learn from these experiments, proceeds, through the rhythms of schemas and correction. 
The schema […] represents the first approximate, loose category which is gradually tightened to fit 
the form it is to reproduce” (Gombrich 1984: 60).

Schemas can therefore be flexibly adapted to solve a wide range of artistic problems, 
making them a more versatile tool for analyzing micro-level variations in storytelling. 
I suppose that this might have been why Bordwell favored schema over norm in Reinvent­
ing Hollywood, as he sought to clarify the field of narrative innovation, variation, and 
combinatorics in 1940s Hollywood cinema. Given the sheer breadth of creative possi-
bilities during this period, schema – with its emphasis on adaptability and modularity – 
likely provided the most effective framework for his analysis.
However, in Perplexing Plots, intrinsic norms once again become a central analytical 

tool. The book further reinforces the shift we observed in Ozu and the Poetics of Cinema: 
a careful understanding of intrinsic norms serves as the foundation for a broader under-
standing of norms in general. Bordwell even titles a subsection of the book’s introduc-
tion “Intrinsic Norms: Teaching Us the Rules”, emphasizing how intrinsic norms govern 
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audience expectations and shape narrative tradition. One of the book’s main goals is to 
examine innovation within the context of narrative tradition. But this time, Bordwell 
does not position the Gombrichian pairing of “schema and revision” as an alternative to 
norms. Instead, he allows the two concepts to work together:

“The dynamic of schema and revision, intrinsic norms established and played with, crosses media in 
part because some narrative techniques are available to filmmakers, novelists, and playwrights alike” 
(Bordwell 2023: 17).

Thus, the poetics of (intrinsic) norms is no longer confined to cinema. Instead, it has 
expanded into a highly ambitious project of transmedia poetics, focusing particularly on 
crime fiction. This project also follows a two-way path of narrative innovation, tracing the 
interplay between mainstream storytelling and modernism. At the core of this approach 
are the intrinsic norms of each work, which serve as the foundation for understanding 
how narrative traditions evolve.
In my necessarily abbreviated analysis of only a few examples of how Bordwell em­

ploys the notion of norm, one of my goals was to demonstrate that the theoretical debate 
on norms in Czech structuralism has its empirical counterweight. Indeed, in Bordwell’s 
lifelong project of historical poetics, the norm became one of his central analytical and 
rhetorical tools.6 Unlike in structuralist discussions, where the norm was often meta-
phorically assigned to predefined historical trajectories, periodizations, and styles (cf. 
Grygar 2006: 97–108), Bordwell used it as a methodological tool to uncover previously 
unknown patterns. Through this approach, we observed how functional categorizations 
of norms were either abandoned (extrinsic norms) or revised (intrinsic norms), precise-
ly in response to the needs of the material and the specific research problems.

Summary and conclusions

This article has examined the role of Jan Mukařovský’s concept of (aesthetic) norm 
across two distinct research traditions and disciplines: Czech literary structuralism and 
American (neoformalist) poetics of cinema. I have argued that Mukařovský proposed 
not one, but two separate approaches to the notion of norm:

▪	 �The systemic approach, which was emphasized in Czech structuralist discussions 
and primarily framed the norm as a structural and social phenomenon.

6	 Bordwell’s analytical and historical approach to working with the notion of norm has inspired other scholars, 
such as James Lastra (2000), Patrick Keating (2009), Charles Ramirez Berg (2015), Eleftheria Thanouli 
(2023), or Casper Tybjerg (2023). On the other hand, film historian Barry Salt (Salt 1983, 2006) has also 
worked with the notion of norm, though independently of Jan Mukařovský and David Bordwell. Unlike 
Bordwell, however, he has not systematized the concept. For Salt, the norm functions as a tool for writing 
a history of standard and standardized practices in both film technology and film style. Throughout his 
books, he frequently refers to the “normal” use of each technique and its relation to the “norm” – in both 
quantitative and qualitative terms. Salt writes: “In my approach to these developments the descriptive norms 
are provided by what most films come to be like, and all the surviving films are taken into consideration 
as far as possible, without respect to their artistic worth” (Salt 1983: 51).
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▪	 �The explanatory approach, which played a more significant role in David Bord-
well’s poetics of cinema, where norms were understood as flexible constraints shap­
ing artistic creativity and historical change.

The first section of this article identified and differentiated these two approaches, 
demonstrating how each emerged at a distinct historical moment and was developed in 
response to different research agendas. I also explored the conceptual debates the notion 
of norm generated within the (predominantly) Czech structuralist tradition. In the second 
section, I examined the explanatory approach to the notion of norm, first introduced in 
Mukařovský’s early essay on film aesthetics and later elaborated in two lectures. Here, 
through an analytical comparison of these lectures, I highlighted key shifts in his cate-
gorization of norms, showing how seemingly overlapping classifications in fact reflect 
different research perspectives and assumptions about artistic creativity. The third section 
focused on how David Bordwell extended, redefined, and operationalized the concept 
of norm within the poetics of cinema. By tracing the development of his use of norms – 
from The Classical Hollywood Cinema (1985) through Narration in the Fiction Film 
(1985) and Ozu and the Poetics of Cinema (1988) to Reinventing Hollywood (2017) and 
Perplexing Plots (2023) – I demonstrated how Bordwell transformed the notion of norm 
into an empirical and analytical tool for investigating historical poetics. While Czech 
structuralist discussions often treated norms as abstract theoretical constructs, Bordwell’s 
work made them a functional and methodological instrument for analyzing film history, 
creativity, and viewers’ expectations.
Given these findings, a final question arises: Should the notion of norm be reconsid-

ered as a methodological tool in contemporary theoretical discussions? More specifically, 
could it serve as a framework for understanding artistic creativity within its historical 
and social contexts? Building on an analysis of the exploratory discourse on norm and 
David Bordwell’s use of the concept, I argue that norm holds significant potential as a tool 
for empirically grounded research and should be theoretically re/considered with this 
purpose in mind. This is particularly important in distinguishing it from functionally relat­
ed concepts such as schema or convention. In other words, a theoretical improvement 
of norm not only could, but should, engage with related debates on:

▪	 �norms and social practices (cf. Bicchieri 2016);
▪	 �conventions in artistic traditions (cf. Hjört 1992; Thompson 1995; Grgic 2021);
▪	 �research on artistic creativity (cf. Becker 2008; Kaufman & Sternberg 2019; Tybjerg 
2023);

▪	 �the historiography of narrative and style (cf. Tieber 2011; Burnett 2024; Keating 
2024).

In other words, rather than treating the notion of norm as a fixed theoretical concept, 
a renewed discussion could approach it as a flexible analytical device – one that bridges 
theoretical reflection with empirical research, enabling a more precise understanding of 
how artistic norms emerge, evolve, and function within creative traditions. In this way, 
the notion of norm might not only reclaim its relevance but also contribute to a broader 
reconsideration of historical poetics and the study of artistic creativity.
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