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5


How to use this book


This student book has been written especially for the revised WJEC Eduqas GCSE Film Studies course. It has been designed to give you clear guidance through each element of the speciﬁcation by providing helpful insights, tips and ideas. These will help you to deepen your knowledge and understanding of ﬁlm form and provide a strong structure on which to base your study of ﬁlm.


Knowledge and understanding


The contents of this book are designed to enrich your knowledge and understanding of a variety of ﬁlms that have been important in both the development of ﬁlm and ﬁlm technology. In addition, they provide opportunities for you to apply your knowledge and understanding creatively to screenwriting and ﬁlmmaking. Your learning will be supported by a variety of features, including:


lTasks designed to stimulate and encourage research – these also involve close analysis of key areas through direct reference to ﬁlm sequences, stills, criticism, reviews and screenwriting


lStretch and challenge exercises that encourage you to develop your understanding further


lQuick questions that test, enhance or clarify your understanding of the key areas covered in each subsection


lTop tips to help you improve your exam technique and support your production work


lDeﬁnitions of key terms with examples of how they should be used in your analyses.


Part 1: Exploring ﬁlm


Part 1 of the book gives an introduction to why we study ﬁlm and an overview of the new speciﬁcation.
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66


How to use this book


Part 2: Film form


Part 2 aims to provide a strong foundation for your study of a variety of ﬁlms made in different places and at different times during the history of ﬁlm. It is divided into six areas, each of which allows a close focus on the speciﬁc elements of ﬁlm form. These elements provide a framework for studying all of your chosen ﬁlms:


lintroduction to ﬁlm form (cinematography, mise-en-scène, editing and sound)


lstructural elements of ﬁlm form (genre and narrative, including screenplays)


lrepresentation of people and ideas


laesthetic qualities of ﬁlm


lcontexts of ﬁlm (social, cultural, historical, political and institutional) including key aspects of the history of ﬁlm and ﬁlm technology


lspecialist writing on ﬁlm, including ﬁlm criticism.


The book explores each of the areas separately, using examples and evidence from the broad range of ﬁlm options offered in the speciﬁcation. There is, however, a consistent emphasis on how all the elements of ﬁlm form work together to create meaning. Your understanding of these elements and ability to analyse them – both in isolation and together – are core skills in Film Studies at any level. Part 2 is designed to enhance and consolidate these core skills.
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How to use this book


The case studies


The case studies in Parts 3 and 4 for both Component 1 and Component 2 may not feature the speciﬁc ﬁlms you have chosen from the set list. However, they provide in-depth explorations of key elements of ﬁlm form across a range of ﬁlms. The tasks set are designed to give you ways into a close study of how ﬁlms are constructed and used, their aesthetic qualities and how they communicate ideas. They also highlight how an understanding of social, historical, political and institutional contexts can illuminate and enrich our responses to the ﬁlms we study.


Key terms


Framework


A supporting structure around which something can be built; a system of rules, ideas or beliefs that is used to plan or decide something.


Mise-en-scène


‘Putting in the scene’: essentially everything on screen, including the props, scenery, actors’ positioning and so on.


Genre


A particular style or type of art (such as ﬁlm), recognisable by its special features.


Context


The background to where and when a ﬁlm is made and set; what is communicated about culture, history, society, institutions and/or politics.


Social


To do with society: the interaction of an individual and a group, the welfare of human beings as members of society.


Political


Relating to the government or public affairs of a country.


Institutional


The organisations created to produce, promote or regulate an activity, such as ﬁlmmaking or aspects of public life.


Aesthetic


Concerned with beauty or the appreciation of beauty in art.


Mainstream


The ideas, attitudes or activities that are shared by most people and regarded as normal or conventional. Mainstream ﬁlms can be deﬁned as commercial ﬁlms that have a wide release and play in cinemas. Hollywood ﬁlms are usually considered mainstream and blockbusters are mainstream ﬁlms.


Blockbuster


Any ﬁlm that takes over $100 million at the US box ofﬁce; usually both created and marketed with very high budgets and aimed at large audiences. Typically, they feature high levels of spectacle and, today, special effects.
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How to use this book


Part 3: Component 1: US ﬁlm


This section contains:


l a comparative case study for Section A, focusing on one pair of mainstream US ﬁlms (Dracula and The Lost Boys)


l a case study for Section B, focusing on one independent US ﬁlm (The Hate U Give).


Part 4: Component 2: Global ﬁlm


This section contains case studies for:


l Section A, focusing on one global English-language ﬁlm (Jojo Rabbit)


l Section B, focusing on one recent global non-English-language ﬁlm (Girlhood)


l Section C, focusing on one contemporary UK ﬁlm produced since 2010 (Blinded by the Light).
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How to use this book


Part 5: Component 3: Production


Filmmaking and screenwriting


This section focuses on ways to tackle your production work (the non-exam assessment). It offers technical tips for those of you who are creating a ﬁlm extract. It also contains advice on the appropriate format for scripts and screenplays should you choose the screenwriting option.


Your production work should be built on your understanding of genre, genre conventions and narratives gained through your close study of the six set ﬁlms. This section aims to reinforce this knowledge and understanding, and provide guidance on how that can be shown through your production work and your evaluative analysis of each stage of the production process.


Part 6: Exam skills


Tasks and tips throughout this book offer opportunities to think about and practise your exam skills and techniques. This part also provides more examples of professional writing, allowing you to analyse and compare it with your own work. You will be given advice on how you can move from shorter to longer, more detailed answers, building your response step by step.
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Studying ﬁlm


Film is often considered to be the most important art form of the twentieth and twenty-ﬁrst centuries. The use of ﬁlm and its explorations have progressed steadily since the 1800s. It is a major industry in most developed countries and an important part of people’s cultural experience. It has become a major inﬂuence on society today.


Films entertain and educate us, and provoke debate. They can affect the way we live, the way we speak, the way we act and more. We watch ﬁlms, are moved by them, talk about them, write and read about them. Those who choose to study ﬁlm usually bring with them a passion and enthusiasm for the subject.


There can be no doubt that ﬁlm is a powerful medium that can inspire a range of responses, from the ‘emotional’ to the ‘reﬂective’. Viewers are drawn into the world of the characters, their stories and the issues that are raised. Film offers a compelling audio-visual experience: incorporating the power of the visual image with the power of music and sound.


Why do we study ﬁlm?


There are many academic reasons for studying ﬁlm. Certainly, it is one of today’s most important media and art forms and reaches wide global markets; so, it is crucial that you understand how and what it communicates to that mass audience. However, let’s not forget one of 


Key terms


Educate


Teaching about and giving experience of particular subject matters or life lessons.


Debate


Discussions between people in which they express different opinions.


Audio-visual


Using both sight and sound, typically in the form of images and recorded speech or music.


Quick  Question


Think about the last ﬁlm you watched. Did it educate you or provoke debate in any way, or did it simply entertain you? Do you believe ﬁlms should make you think about important issues or just provide an escape from them?


1.1


Part 1Exploring ﬁlm
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Why do we study ﬁlm?
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the most important reasons for studying ﬁlm. It may be the reason that you chose to. One Film Studies student expressed it in the following terms. Perhaps you feel the same way.


Because we love it. We love it so much that we want to know and understand everything about it; to investigate it inside and out. We want to understand how a shift in lighting, a line of dialogue, a note of music can change a scene.


We want to build meaning out of it; not just the meaning of the plot, but the meaning that lies below the plot, that lies with every choice the director, the actor, the cinematographer and the scriptwriter made. What’s more, we want to build multiple meanings, multiple understandings of the same work of art.


We want to understand how cinema affects our lives, our culture. It is the art form of the 20th century, and, like any art, it does mean something beyond its entertainment value.


What do we study and why do we study it?


The WJEC Eduqas GCSE Film Studies speciﬁcation has been designed to build on your enthusiasm for and interest in ﬁlm. It covers a wide variety of cinematic experiences by exploring ﬁlms that have been important at different points during the development of ﬁlm and ﬁlm technology. You will study one US mainstream ﬁlm made between 1930 and 1960 and one made between 1961 and 1990 in order to examine how Hollywood has developed over time. You will also study at least four recent ﬁlms – these may be ﬁlms you have already seen and liked (or disliked), or ﬁlms you have never heard of before. One will be an independent ﬁlm from the USA; the others will have been made in other countries, including the UK, South Africa and China.


You will be encouraged to develop your knowledge and understanding of these ﬁlms by analysing how they are constructed and organised into structure, and how they are used artistically as a way of communicating ideas and issues. You will also explore how key aspects of the history of ﬁlm, its relevant contexts and specialist writing on ﬁlm can help the viewer to make sense of what they are watching.


Given the power and scope of ﬁlm in today’s global society, it is little wonder that the study of ﬁlm as an academic discipline is an important option in our education system. The course you have opted for is designed to motivate you to broaden your knowledge of ﬁlm and ﬁlm technology. It may, or may not, encourage you to go on to a career in the ﬁlm industry, but it will certainly make you aware of the strength and breadth of ﬁlm as an industry and art form in today’s world.


Given all these answers to the question ‘Why do we study ﬁlm?’, perhaps the deﬁnitive answer is ‘Because we love it – it inspires and excites us and we want to learn more about it.’


Quick  Question


Write down the reasons you have chosen to study ﬁlm. Share some of these with the rest of the group.


1.2


Key terms


Independent ﬁlm


One that receives less than 50 per cent of its funding from one of the ‘big six’ major ﬁlm studios. Typically, with a relatively small budget, the ﬁlmmaker gets to tell the story they want to tell in the way they want to tell it.


Global society


A modern society where people across the world see that they have things in common with one another and so can make links with and understand one another better.
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Introduction


▲Before advanced CGI, puppeteers worked the face of the alien in E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (1982, Steven Spielberg)


The study of ﬁlm is about much more than simply watching ﬁlms and talking about why you thought they were good – although that is part of it. In order to fully express your knowledge and understanding about ﬁlms and how they work, it is essential to have a vocabulary in which you can discuss in detail why and how a ﬁlm tells its story.


There are not many amazing, fantastical places that cannot be visualised by cinematography or created on a green screen. Technology such as drones and CGI mean there are many different ways in which a ﬁlm camera can move and many things it can show us.


When studying ﬁlm, you need to piece together how different elements of ﬁlm form create meaning and emotions for those watching. You also need to consider other aspects that might affect your reaction to the ﬁlm and how audiences (at the time the ﬁlms were made or in the countries they were made) may well have a different perspective on the ﬁlm from you. For example, the ﬁlm Dracula in the speciﬁcation was made in 1931, when sound and colour had only been used in ﬁlm production for four years, so it is important to consider how this new technology affected how the ﬁlm looked and sounded.


Key term


Story


What happens when and who is involved.


Part 2


Film form
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Filmmaking techniques used before the 1960s reﬂected not just technical limitations, but new innovations and ideas too. Screens were becoming wider and colour was introduced, which in turn made a difference to cinematography because of the impact on lighting and colour. You will be discussing themes and representation where historical context is much more important, but you also need to take into account the importance of historical time to the style of ﬁlmmaking.


▲Bela Lugosi pauses by Helen Chandler in Dracula (1931, Tod Browning)


The key elements of ﬁlm form


Film both reﬂects and creates the emotions of audiences, and this is achieved not just through narrative content and ideas, but by the technical elements of ﬁlm production.


Film language, and how to analyse it, will be a key area of the ﬁlms you look at. It should be at the heart of your studies, as it is the vocabulary that ﬁlms use to communicate. The key elements are:


lcinematography (which includes lighting)


lsoundleditinglmise-en-scène.


In this chapter, each element of ﬁlm language will be considered with reference to some of the ﬁlms from the speciﬁcation. When discussing key ideas from these ﬁlms, you will discuss the shots, editing and sound that are used to create meaning.
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KEY ELEMENTS OF FILM FORM


Editing


Sound


Mise-en-scène


mid shot & long shot 


high angle & low angle 


canted angle


costume and make-up


setting & props


colour and lighting


POV and over the shoulder


bird’s-eye viewcrane and aerial shots


movement


jump cut


dissolve


wipe


fast and slow speed


graphic matching


parallel/contrapuntal


sound bridges


ambient


diegetic 


fade


straight cut


close-up & extreme close-up 


Cinematography


hand-held and Steadicam


tilt


pan


zoom


tracking


character positioningframing


non-diegetic


Cinematography


The term cinematography refers to the moving images within a ﬁlm: the camera shots and the camera movement. The shots the cinematographer arranges have a big impact on how we read the ﬁlm at particular moments. When analysing cinematography, you will need to consider how an image is framed and how the camera moves to create the emotional impact of the scene. You will use the following terms:


Types of shotCamera  movements


Camera anglesDepth of ﬁeld


Close-upPan


Bird’s-eye viewShallow 


Medium shotTiltHigh angleDeep


Long shotHand-heldLow angle


TrackingCanted


Zoom


▲Cinematography toolkit


Camera shots are probably the main element in a ﬁlm that draw our attention to emotions in the ﬁlm. They also create strong emotional responses in audiences. Film is a visual medium and, although the sounds and pace of a ﬁlm have their own way of creating impact, what we see is often more likely to shock us, make us laugh or make us cry. So, how do ﬁlm shots do this?


Quick  Question


Look at these two ﬁlm stills.


What camera shots can you identify?


How are they being used to effectively portray the characters’ emotions?


How do you think the audience are meant to respond to these shots?


▲Dracula (1931,Tod Browning)


▲Blinded by the Light (2019, Gurinder Chadha)


2.1
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The close-up


A close-up shot brings our attention to a character’s facial expression or focuses our attention on a signiﬁcant prop. It is used to draw us into how a character is feeling about a particular narrative event. It brings us closer to their reaction than we would get in real life, and so perhaps offers the audience an insight into the character’s motivations that other characters in the ﬁlm might not see.


Task 2.1


Watch the opening sequence of Tsotsi (2005, Gavin Hood).


How many close-ups are used and what do they show? They are all signiﬁcant and chosen for a particular reason. Why do you think these close-ups are used here?


▲A close-up of Presley Chweneyagae in Tsotsi


An extreme close-up is even more focused on a particular detail, such as eyes or a mouth. Extreme close-ups are often used to cause discomfort in the audience as we would not normally be so close. The image might be tightly framed, making us feel claustrophobic and therefore more affected by the situation.


▲An extreme close-up shows us a wide eye


Key terms


Close-up


A shot that focuses in on the head and shoulders and therefore draws our attention to a character’s emotions. Or, a close-in shot of an object that is signiﬁcant to the plot.


Motivation


A reason or reasons for acting or behaving in a particular way.


Extreme close-up


A shot that is extremely close and focuses on one thing that ﬁlls the frame, such as an eye, a ring.
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The Babadook (2014, Jennifer Kent), for example, uses many close-ups and extreme close-ups to increase the tension and discomfort we expect from the horror genre. Even in the sequence where Samuel is simply being checked over by the Doctor, we have tense feelings, as the shot seems intrusive, and we might recall other ﬁlms where shots like this have been used just before something makes us jump!


Longer shots


An establishing shot marks the beginning of a scene within a ﬁlm, usually establishing the setting through the use of an exteme long shot or long shot.


This is often combined with a sweeping pan to give the audience a chance to take in the setting and immerse themselves within it. Setting in particular often gives us a strong sense of the ﬁlm’s genre, so establishing shots are common at the beginning of ﬁlms or when a section of the narrative moves to a different place.


Long shots also enable us to view a character or group of characters within a setting so that we have clues to the coming action within the narrative and their role within it, with costume playing a big part in our understanding. These shots are often used because there is a lot of action going on, or to show some action between characters. There may be a number of things happening relevant to the plot within a long shot.


There are many long shots used when showing the vampire gang in The Lost Boys. This may be because it is their unity that lures in the protagonist of the ﬁlm, so it is important that the gang are frequently seen together. It also separates them from the main character and his smaller group of friends. Their bikes and costumes signify their rebelliousness, and it is important that we see these along with the setting of their hideout, as it is those features that attract the protagonist, but they also give us clues to the gang’s true nature.


▲A long shot in The Lost Boys (1987, Joel Schumacher)


Key terms


Establishing shot


A shot that marks the beginning of a scene within the ﬁlm, usually establishing setting through the use of a wide, long shot or extreme long shot.


Long shot


A broad shot framed from a distance.


Pan


Horizontal movement in which the camera moves slowly from one side of the setting to the other. (If done quickly, this is a whip pan.)


Costume


A character’s clothing and styling.


Plot


Why the story happens and how.
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Medium shots


Mid shots are the most commonly used, but they can still be used in interesting ways – framing the action to make a signiﬁcant point about relationships or to give us clues to the narrative. The mid shot here is used in a very typical way – giving us a sense of setting and of the relationship between the two main characters. The choice not to use a close-up shows there is no one else around, making their conversation seem more secretive.


▲A mid shot in The Hate U Give (2018, George Tillman Jr) 


Shots can also be angled above or below the subject being ﬁlmed to create additional affects. In a low-angle shot, the camera is placed below or lower than the subject being ﬁlmed, making it appear bigger and therefore more dominant; maybe even threatening. In contrast, a high-angle shot shows the subject from above and makes it look smaller, less signiﬁcant and weaker.


These, of course, are not rules, and ﬁlmmakers often go against our expectations so that genre ﬁlms do not become stale and predictable.


Key terms


Mid shot


A shot that usually shows a character from the waist up and is often used where dialogue is the most important factor in the scene.


Low-angle shot


The camera is placed below the subject, making it look bigger and dominant.


High-angle shot


The camera is positioned above the subject to make it look smaller and therefore weaker.


A low-angle shot can make people look powerful and intimidating, as in this picture of Moses and the gang in Attack the Block (2011, Joe Cornish)
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This use of a high angle in this scene from The Lost Boys (1987, Joel Schumacher) gives us a better perspective of the boys hanging from the railway bridge. It adds tension to the scene by showing the drop below.


▲The boys hanging from the bridge in The Lost Boys


Lighting and framing


Lighting and camera framing are also important elements of cinematography that you should analyse when studying your focus ﬁlms.


The main two ways to discuss lighting are high key and low key, but having a simple understanding of how lights are used within the framing of a shot will also help you to understand how lights work. It is rare that lighting is not manipulated within a shot. Even in broad daylight, lights might be used to affect the colour palette of a sequence and inﬂuence how shadows do or do not fall.


Task 2.2


Analyse how colour and lighting are used in these images from When Harry Met Sally (1989, Rob Reiner) and The Babadook (2014, Jennifer Kent).


What colours have been chosen and why?


How does the lighting affect the mood and give us clues about genre and narrative?


Key terms


High key lighting


When bright colour is created through the use of ﬁller lights.


Low key lighting


When fewer ﬁller lights are used, creating pools of shadows.


Colour palette


The ‘look’ of the scene or ﬁlm as created by the choice of colours.


Stretch and challenge 2.1


Looking at the images on the right, write a paragraph on why you think the shots have been framed in this way. What impact does it have on the audience? What does it tell us about the characters?
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Basic four-point lighting


2. Fill light: Fills with light the shadows created by the key light; prevents dark shadows on the subject.


1. Key light: Main light on which placement of others is based; usually the brightest.


4. Background light: Illuminates the background of the scene so the well-lit subject is not on a dark set.


3. Back light: Illuminates the back of the subject to create three dimensions; subject ‘pops’ from background.


Lighting and colour are often used to create atmosphere within a setting and together they create the overall colour palette.


The colour palette of a ﬁlm is often linked to genre, setting or both. The Babadook, for example, makes use of typical lighting and colour conventions of the horror genre – low key lighting and shades of blue, black and a strong use of contrasting white. It feels almost black and white in places, as there is so little colour, but there are lots of shadows too; all helping to create a sense of fear and nightmare.


In total contrast, When Harry Met Sally is a romantic comedy and so uses lots of colour at times, such as the autumnal shots in Central Park, and shots of Meg Ryan surrounded by ﬂowers. These are the kind of shots that audiences relate to romance and love scenes.


Task 2.3


Experiment with lighting and colour using a camera or mobile phone. Take photographs of different settings or people and see what difference colour and lighting make to the atmosphere or mood.
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Focus


You may also need to consider the use of focus within cinematography, which is categorised as either deep or shallow. Shallow focus is the most commonly used as it replicates what our eyes do. Shallow focus closes in on the subject at the front of the frame, ignoring the background, which allows the audience to concentrate on the main action or dialogue.


With deep focus, our attention is drawn to everything else in the frame, making the background signiﬁcant to the action. It is not used very often, as it can feel strange and is too much information for our eyes to take in. When it is used, it is for a particular reason.


Task 2.4


The image above is a good example of deep focus.


lWhy do you think it was used? (Think about how much of the shot can be seen clearly.)


lWhat do you think might be happening in the narrative?


Viewpoints


Slumdog Millionaire (2008, Danny Boyle) and Lady Bird (2017, Greta Gerwig) both use a bird’s-eye-view shot in their openings, but in contrasting ways and for very different reasons. A bird’s-eye view gets its name from imagining a bird ﬂying over and looking straight down at the scene or object below.


▲A bird’s-eye-view shot


An eye-level shot works in the same way as a hand-held camera or point-of-view shot – it puts the viewer on the same level as the character, showing us things much more from their perspective. A point-of-view shot is also at eye level, but, with an eye-level shot, perspective can still be shown without being speciﬁcally from the main character’s viewpoint all of the time.


Task 2.5


Create a storyboard for a ﬁlm sequence using as many different camera shots as you can to create a dramatic or emotional part of a story.


Key terms


Shallow focus


When the camera only focuses on the subject(s) in the foreground, and the background is blurred out.


Foreground


The front of the frame.


Deep focus


When all of the background, middle and foreground details are in focus.


Bird’s-eye view


A shot where the camera is directly above a subject, often at height, looking straight down.


Eye level


A shot in which the camera is placed at approximately the same level as a character’s eyes.


▲Citizen Kane (1941, Orson Welles)


Quick  Question


Watch the opening sequences of Lady Bird and Slumdog Millionaire. Why do you think the bird’s-eye-view shots were chosen?


2.2
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Camera movement


The way the camera moves brings an audience into the action in particular ways. The main camera movements are:


lzoom in/outlpan (side to side)


ltilt (up and down)


lusing a hand-held cameralcanted angleltracking shots.


A camera panning or tilting mimics what we would do when looking at something. Panning around allows the audience to see more of a setting – a room, a landscape, a group of alien spaceships about to attack Earth. Tilting up from the ﬂoor allows us take in the size of a monstrous dinosaur or a tall skyscraper. All of these things we would naturally do if we were in a similar situation to that of the scene.


A zoom, however, works in a way our eye could not and therefore is a narrative device. A zoom in is in effect saying, ‘Here, look at this a bit more closely,’ and a zoom out, ‘Let’s get away!’ This sort of movement allows the ﬁlmmaker to draw our attention to important aspects of the action that will be key to our understanding of the situation.


At a canted angle, the camera is not level, but is tilted to one side. It is usually used to indicate that things are not quite right in the scene – it feels strange when we view a setting from an unusual angle. It might be used to represent a character’s emotional or physical disturbance, or simply to show an unusual physical change, such as a ship sinking or a building after an earthquake.


A tracking shot follows or tracks the action; it runs alongside it. Today, cameras can be manoeuvred ﬂexibly by being mounted on cars, helicopters and increasingly on drones, but these are very modern techniques, and wouldn’t have been available to earlier ﬁlmmakers like those who created Dracula in the 1930s, when a camera may have been mounted on equipment that moved along tracks.


▲A tracking shot has been following the car as it races around the circuit. This canted angle now suggests that something may be wrong with the driver or the car…


Key terms


Tilt


The shot moves up or down.


Zoom


The camera shot moves closer to or further away from the subject.


Canted angle


An image on an angle rather than on a straight horizontal line.


Tracking


The camera moves alongside the subject it is ﬁlming.
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The use of hand-held cameras is becoming increasingly important in some genres or in some aspects of narrative action. If a character is running away, for example, or if a ﬁght sequence is ﬁlmed, hand-held cameras can give the viewer a greater sense of being part of this dramatic moment. Some ﬁlms have gone even further and used this shaky camera technique throughout the ﬁlm, thus giving the impression that footage ﬁlmed by the protagonists has been found. The Blair Witch Project (1999, Daniel Myrick, Eduardo Sánchez) was one of the ﬁrst ﬁlms to be constructed like this.


Task 2.6


Discuss:


lWhy do you think the hand-held technique is popular in some modern ﬁlms?lWhat effect do you think it has on audiences?


Task 2.7


Watch the ﬁrst three minutes of The Lost Boys.


lWhy do you think there is so much camera movement in this opening?lWhat clues does it give us about the gang and the fact they are vampires?


Sound


The ﬁrst Hollywood ﬁlm to have sound was The Jazz Singer (1927, Alan Crosland), produced by Warner Bros and starring Al Jolson. It makes perfect sense that early sound ﬁlms contained a lot of music, because people were used to seeing musical shows at the theatre.


Singin’ in the Rain (1952, Stanley Donen, Gene Kelly), one of the focus ﬁlms, is about the introduction of sound into ﬁlm and explores the impact this had on performers and producers in a somewhat light-hearted way.


The ﬁrst way to break down the use of sound in ﬁlm is into diegetic and non-diegetic.


Sound that is diegetic is heard within the world of the ﬁlm. Non-diegetic sound can be heard only by the audience – usually music and narrative voice-overs. Diegetic sound includes sound effects and dialogue and is important in creating the ‘realism’ of a scene – providing all the sounds that help you to ‘believe’ the scene is real, even if it is set on an alien spaceship or in a different world.


Sound can be broken down into these terms for analytical purposes, but all sound in a ﬁlm works together to create the atmosphere and tension within sequences and to inﬂuence and manipulate our responses. You should also be aware of sound levels. Diegetic sounds within a sequence won’t all be at the same level or volume. If they were, we would never be able to pick out dialogue. Noises like shotguns and punches are often emphasised for dramatic effect. This is known as pleonastic sound.


Key terms


Hand-held camera


When the shot does not remain still, but is shaky, as if held in the hand rather than mounted on steady equipment.


Diegetic


Sound that occurs within the context of the story and can be heard by the characters.


Non-diegetic


Sound that has a source external to the context of the story, and is not heard by the characters.


Sound effects


Diegetic sound that is created artiﬁcially to emphasise action, such as tyres screeching, punches landing, and explosions.


Dialogue


The words spoken by the characters.


Sound level


How loud or quiet a sound is, including in comparison to other sounds.


Pleonastic


Sound that is exaggerated or added for emphasis.


▲Singin’ in the Rain: Debbie Reynolds and Gene Kelly on the set of the ﬁlm within the ﬁlm, with a microphone in the background











[image: background image]



Sound


23


The soundtrack in Blinded by the Light is integral to the narrative, as it is the protagonist’s discovery of Bruce Springteen’s music that helps him to ﬁnd himself. Therefore, the director Gurinder Chadha uses music from the 1980s to create mood and atmosphere throughout the ﬁlm.


Task 2.8


Watch the sequence of Blinded by the Light where Javed and Roops break into the school radio station. Listen to the music.


lIs it diegetic or non-diegetic? Or is it both?lWhere and why does it change?lHow important do you think the music is to the action of this sequence?


Slumdog Millionaire uses non-diegetic music throughout and director Danny Boyle draws on music from various genres, including some well-known pop songs from different eras. These songs have not been created speciﬁcally for the ﬁlm but, like many soundtracks, still work to create excitement and fun in some scenes and add drama or romantic ambience in others.


Stretch and challenge 2.2


Watch the scene in Slumdog Millionaire where Jamal and Salim start their train journey. This is a good example of how a soundscape is created through a combination of diegetic and non-diegetic sound. Make notes on how the music in this scene reﬂects this period in the boys’ lives.


Key terms


Soundtrack


Often referred to as the recording of the musical accompaniment of a ﬁlm.


Soundscape


A combination of sounds that blend together to create a particular environment or atmosphere.


FILM SOUND TERMINOLOGY


Ambient sound


Theme tune


Incidental music


Voice-over


Dialogue(Characters speaking)


(Noises present in the environment)


(James Bond, Mission impossible, etc.)


(Used to create particular emotions, e.g. fear at key moments)


(Added dialogue)


Narrator’s commentary


Sound whose source is visible on the screen or whose source is implied to be present by the action of the ﬁlm 


Sound whose source is neither visible  nor has been implied to be present in the action   


Mode of address / direct address


Synchronised sound (Lip sync)


(Characters in the scene speak directly to the audience)


(Sound recorded while ﬁlming – usually involves footage of people speaking)


ACTUAL SOUND


COMMENTARY SOUND


Music represented as coming from objects in the story


Sound effects


(Added for dramatic effect)


DIEGETICSOUND


NON-DIEGETIC SOUND


Sound effects(Explosion, etc.)
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Soundtrack


The ﬁlm’s full soundtrack can include:


ldialoguelsound effectslmusiclsilence.


Dialogue


Dialogue is speech; the main way of communicating within the ﬁlm. The dialogue might not be where most of the action happens. In fact, action and dialogue move the narrative on in different ways. The role of dialogue is to help us learn more about the characters and their relationships with each other. It is where the signiﬁcance of events within the narrative comes to light. The cool one-liners of James Bond, the romantic innocence of Jamal in Slumdog Millionaire, or even how little a character might speak, give us important knowledge about their place within the ﬁlm’s narrative.


Task 2.9


Watch the opening two minutes of Skyfall, Tsotsi and Slumdog Millionaire.


lWhy has the director chosen not to use dialogue?lWhat other aspects of ﬁlm form allow the ﬁlms to speak without words?


Sound eﬀects


Sound effects can be on or off screen, but are still used to help create a particular ambience. Sound effects are diegetic sounds, as they create sound from within the world of the ﬁlm.


The opening of The Hate U Give, for example, uses enhanced diegetic sound, alongside camera movement, to draw us into the relative calm and quiet of a very serious conversation going on in the house. Non-diegetic music eventually underscores the family talk before the narrative voice-over and more upbeat music takes over. This is an example of diegetic and non-diegetic sound combining to create a really effective opening with a clear sense of place.


Silence can be also be just as important as sound in a ﬁlm sequence. It can have a huge impact on an audience and usually signiﬁes something really important has happened or that we or the characters are shocked.


Task 2.10


Listen to any sequence from one of your chosen ﬁlms and see how many sound effects you can identify. If you do it without looking, you are likely to notice more!


Key term


Voice-over


A piece of narration not accompanied by images of the speaker, often about the character’s thoughts or memories.


Quick  Question


Many ﬁlms begin with little to no dialogue, including Skyfall (2012, Sam Mendes), Tsotsi and Slumdog Millionaire. Whydo you think this is?


2.3
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Music


Many ﬁlms use music, and it can be part of what creates our emotional reaction to events in the narrative. In horror ﬁlms, for example, suitable music can enhance our fear and help to create those moments that make us jump. In sad moments, it might be the music that makes us cry. Before ﬁlms had dialogue, they had live music, because music can say so much without words being necessary.


Unless you are a musician, you might ﬁnd it difﬁcult to write about musical pieces and instruments and how different sounds are created when you talk about music in ﬁlms, but no one expects you to be an expert on musical genres or how an orchestra works. Instead, you could comment on how sound increases in pace or volume. When does the music get louder, for example? When does it become quiet, and why?


You may only have a limited knowledge of music, but, with some careful listening, you should be able to distinguish the use of string instruments, brass instruments, percussion and rhythms and how these are created. For example, you might notice that high screeching sounds are created by string instruments or identify big booming sounds as brass instruments and drums.


You will also start to realise that different kinds of musical sounds tend to accompany particular genres and this will help you discuss music within ﬁlm with more conﬁdence. One signiﬁcant aspect of music is to recognise major and minor keys. If it makes you feel sad, the music is likely to be in a minor key. If it is more upbeat and jolly, it will be in a major key.


Task 2.11


Watch (and more importantly listen to) the sequence in Skyfall where Bond arrives at the casino in Macau and then ﬁghts Patrice in the skyscraper.


Try to identify the musical instruments that are being used, and then write about how the music adds to the atmosphere and mood of the sequence.


Task 2.12


Listen to (but don’t watch) a section of a ﬁlm where music is used and see if you can guess what is happening.


Task 2.13


Watch a sequence from a horror ﬁlm without the sound on, and then again with it on.


Consider what elements create the tension and drama. Is it volume? Particular instruments?


▲The musical soundtrack to La La Land
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Sound bridges link two scenes together, even if the setting or narrative action has changed. They are often used to give a sense of continuity or to keep a connection in the audience’s mind.


Another interesting way to consider sound is using the terms contrapuntal and parallel sound. Parallel sound (when the sounds, music and effects used match the action on screen) are the sounds we would expect to hear. Contrapuntal sound is the opposite. For example, music may be used that seems to work against the on-screen action and therefore creates new meanings for the audience.


Musical motifs


A ﬁlm often repeats a section of the score at various moments within the ﬁlm, and this musical motif indicates to the audience that the action on screen is particularly important to the overall narrative or central theme. You will probably be aware of the Bond theme and that, when this plays in the ﬁlm, it gives a signal that something particularly cool or exciting is about to happen. Slumdog Millionaire also has a repeated refrain of music – a softer, gentler section that is used in moments of calm. This is usually when Jamal sees or thinks about Latika,as the whole purpose of his actions throughout the ﬁlm is to ﬁnd her.


Task 2.14


Pick a sequence from one of your close-study ﬁlms where you have noticed lots of different kinds of sound.


lHow is diegetic sound used to inform you about the narrative and create atmosphere or emotion? You should use the key words ambient sound, dialogue and sound effects.


lThen consider non-diegetic sound. Discuss the music and how it works alongside the diegetic sound, to enhance it or make the scene more emotional or dramatic. Where does the music increase? Speed up? Build? Trace the music throughout the sequence and consider how it develops alongside the action.


Editing


In simple terms, editing is the process of cutting all the different shots that have been ﬁlmed into a package of shots that then create the narrative. Editing is the most important part of the ﬁlmmaking process because it is where the ﬁlmed material is put in order. Filmmakers do not ﬁlm in sequential order. They may ﬁlm all of one character’s scenes at once because of other commitments, or, if the beginning and end of a ﬁlm are set in one country, miles away from the other locations, they will ﬁlm these sections all at once for practical and ﬁnancial reasons.


Editing is not just about putting all the shots together in the right order, however. Editing also creates pace – making sure the audience feel excitement, sadness and fear at the right times.


Key terms


Sound bridge


Sound(s) that carry over from one scene to another to aid continuity.


Contrapuntal sound


Sounds that seem to ‘clash’ with the on-screen action, therefore creating a particular effect on the viewer.


Parallel sound


Music that matches the action on screen.


Score


Music composed speciﬁcally for the ﬁlm (rather than songs and pieces that already exist).


Musical motif


A short, repeated pattern of music, usually associated with a certain character, setting or theme.


Ambient sound


Sound used to create the atmosphere in a sequence.
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Type of editSpeed of editStyle of edit


Straight cutFast pacedContinuity


FadeSlow pacedCross-cutting


DissolveGraphic match


WipeMontage


Jump cut


Parallel editing


▲Terminology tool kit


Types of edit


The straight cut is the most commonly used transition. It is designed not to be noticed, as it doesn’t draw attention to itself, and just takes us from one image to the next. The straight cut is one element of continuity editing, as it allows the narrative to be read in a continuous way, without interruption, and therefore feels more realistic. The use of shot-reverse-shot is another technique used as a principle of continuity editing for the same reason.


▲Shot-reverse-shot is particularly useful for showing dialogue that gives the audience the feeling they are watching the conversation in a ‘real’ way (Four Weddings and a Funeral, 1994, Mike Newell)


In a fade, the screen fades to black (or sometimes white) and is most often used to signify a character is drifting out of consciousness. This fade signiﬁes an ending of some sort – informing the audience that another part of the narrative is coming into play or that a change of setting is about to occur. The dissolve, however, is a transition that maintains a certain level of connection, as one shot blends into another.


A wipe is used less frequently than other types of editing as it feels so unnatural. You are more likely to see it in a trailer or a ﬁlm that is not concerned with realism. There are quite a few used in the ﬁrst Star Wars ﬁlm to move between settings – mainly because George Lucas liked them!


A jump cut is a jerky transition that is quite abrupt and draws the audience’s attention to the fact that an edit is being used. It is therefore a little uncomfortable for the audience and is often used for this purpose or within an action or violent sequence to shock the audience.


The ending of The Babadook uses jump cuts to make seemingly normal events strange. The mother and son seem to be doing ordinary things in the garden (planting ﬂowers, playing darts, collecting worms) and then the mother enters the basement. There are other elements that make this sequence strange, such as the colour palette and the lack of non-diegetic sound, but the jump cuts are an important feature in the build up to her encountering the monster.


Key terms


Straight cut


A smooth cut between one shot and the next.


Transition


The choice of edit between shots.


Continuity editing


Editing that appears ‘seamless’, giving ﬂow to the narrative.


Shot-reverse-shot


A back-and-forth between perspectives, commonly used in conversations, for example when a character is talking to a character off screen and then the shot swaps to that character.


Fade


A shot gradually turning to black or white.


Dissolve


A transition where a shot slowly emerges from beneath another one.


Wipe


An edit that wipes a shot off the screen with another shot.


Jump cut


An abrupt transition, typically in a sequential clip that makes the subject appear to jump from one spot to the other, without continuity.
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Pace


If your focus ﬁlm does not use lots of different types of edit, but you want to discuss this element of ﬁlm form, you can talk about how editing (or the lack of it) creates pace. You may wish to discuss things like parallel editing and cross cutting too. Cross cutting is an important editing technique used to create dramatic tension. It shows two different things going on at the same time and is a great way to involve audiences in the action, as we know more than the characters on screen – who cannot be in two places at once.


The speed of editing generally correlates with the speed of the action and can often relate to genre. It is not by accident that Skyfall begins at such a fast pace, as that is the kind of action an audience for this ﬁlm will be expecting. It won’t be like this all the way through, as that would be exhausting and wouldn’t allow for any narrative. That may suit other similar ﬁlms, but is not what a Bond audience would expect.


Task 2.15


Watch the ending sequence of Slumdog Millionaire as Latika rushes to the studio to ﬁnd Jamal. This is a particularly effective use of cross cutting.


Why do you think the sequence is ﬁlmed using this technique?


Mise-en-scène


Mise-en-scène is a French term meaning ‘everything in the frame’, so it more or less means that you can analyse everything you can see. Namely:


lsetting and propslcostume and make-uplcharacter positioning and facial expressionsllighting and colour.


Although, as with all ﬁlm language, these aspects can be separated for discussion, they work together to inform the audience about the narrative, characters and genre. Mise-en-scène is also used to create a particular style.


Detailed mise-en-scène helps to immerse the audience in the world of the ﬁlm and it is important to get the details right. You may have seen some ﬁlms or shows where mistakes have been made – such as a wristwatch in a biblical ﬁlm or a mobile phone in a 1950s gangster ﬁlm. Getting a detail wrong like this can affect an audience’s enjoyment and their conﬁdence in a ﬁlmmaker. In addition, a ﬁlm that is set in the past and is based on true events must stay true to the details of the original narrative or this could upset the people affected by what happened or wrongly depict how things were, which could cause offence.


Location is important to Bond ﬁlms, where the exotic is part of the appeal, and to Lady Bird, where Gerwig was keen to present the place where she grew up; but any ﬁlmmaker will want to be in control of the 


Key term


Parallel editing


When two narrative events are happening at the same time and the ﬁlm cuts between the two, often to create tension.
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mise-en-scène and will place props and people in a way that frames the shot perfectly. If ﬁlming in a studio or using special effects, they will still need to ensure the details are right and consistently used so that the audience remains immersed in the world of the ﬁlm.


Setting


The setting of a scene refers to the place in which it takes place. This could be a room in a house, a city in the UK, a tunnel underground, or a spooky castle in Transylvania. The setting could be created using CGI, or it could be a purpose-built set, or it could even exist in real life – depending on the production budget or sense of realism the ﬁlmmaker wants to create. Often the setting of a ﬁlm is established in the opening sequence.


Attack the Block, for example, starts with one of the main characters walking through the streets of London. The inclusion of a street market, a tube station and a few streets makes the scene recognisable to many audiences, as British ﬁlms are often set in London. The streets are busy at ﬁrst, but then become quieter and darker as Sam gets closer to home,so, when the gang appear, we recognise the threat instantly. She may be in a city, but she is all alone.


The Lost Boys also establishes the setting of the fairground, used throughout the ﬁlm, right in the opening, from a vampire’s eye view! This image foreshadows the attack on the security guard later in the sequence and creates enigma for the audience as, at this stage, the link between the gang and the vampires is only hinted at.


Task 2.16


How is the setting established by the background details in these two images?


▲Juno (2007, Jason Reitman)▲Skyfall (2012, Sam Mendes)


Key terms


Setting


The place or type of surroundings where the events take place.


Production budget


The money allowed to be spent on making a ﬁlm project.


Foreshadow


An event or clue in the narrative that signals a major event.
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Props


Props inform us about a character or the story. They might be items in the setting or objects used by the characters. Props are used effectively throughout Tsotsi (2005, Gavin Hood), for example, to give us clues to each character and the narrative action. Tsotsi always carries a gun and uses it to threaten people or shoot them. Butcher has his knife, which shows he is ruthless and threatening, and Teacher has his bottle, as he is an alcoholic – all giving the audience clear indicators to their personalities.


Task 2.17


Study a scene from Tsotsi that takes place in Miriam’s shack. Look at all the different props you can see.


What do they tell you about Miriam and the way she lives?


Contrast that with a scene at Tsotsi’s place.


Note how mise-en-scène can tell us a lot about character as well as setting and narrative.


Costume


Costume is, basically, what a character is wearing. It can be hugely signiﬁcant: telling us, for example, how powerful a character is, how much money they have, if they are from a different time period or even a different planet.


In Tsotsi, costume is used symbolically in certain places to remind us of the differences between the characters. Miriam wears traditional South African dress, showing pride in her appearance and her nationality, whereas Aap wears his old prison outﬁt certainly with no sense of pride. Many students pick up on how Tsotsi’s outﬁt changes from the beginning to the end as he wears dark colours at the beginning and the warning colours of red and black, but later dons a clean, white shirt and neutral tones, perhaps symbolising his redemption.


Key term


Props


Objects that are always purposefully placed in ﬁlms, either to create an accurate and believable setting or to tell us about character.


▲Costume in Blinded by the Light (2019, Gurinder Chadha) reﬂects the setting in an British Indian household in the 1980s
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Costume is also important in deﬁning historical time and a character’s situation in life. In Jojo Rabbit, the boy’s uniform is integral to his identity as a member of the Nazi Youth, and therefore to our understanding of his character. In Blinded by the Light, costume is used in the same way as well as to signify cultural differences. So, for example, Javed and Shavia wear jumpers typical of 1980s fashions in the UK, but their mother wears a traditional Indian outﬁt, signifying differences between generations and cultures.


Make-up


When the term make-up is referred to, your ﬁrst thought might be of glamorous female stars wearing red lipstick and lots of mascara, but make-up can mean the exact opposite in ﬁlm and can turn an actor into an alien or a zombie or age someone so they appear much older than their years. Make-up works closely with costume to create a character in a particular situation.


Facial expressions and gesture


Actors’ facial expressions and gestures are two elements of mise-en-scène that clearly link to performance as they rely on the actor bringing these aspects to life, revealing aspects of character and how they are responding emotionally to events around them. Compare how they are used in some key moments in the focus ﬁlms.


Task 2.18


Choose contrasting images from three of your focus ﬁlms.


Make notes on how the actors use their faces and bodies to show their emotions or reveal aspects of narrative.


Quick  Question


How has make-up been used for very different purposes in these two images?


▲Pillow Talk (1959, Michael Gordon)


▲The Lost Boys (1987, Joel Schumacher)


2.4


Key terms


Culture


The customs, standards and beliefs of a particular community or civilisation.


Make-up


The way the character is made to look; including everyday make-up, such as mascara and lipstick, but also prosthetics or ways in which a character has been made to look a certain way.


Facial expression


The face showing emotion by, for example, smiling, having sad eyes, frowning.


Gesture


A movement made by a character’s body, such as shrugging, hunching over, waving arms, clenching ﬁsts.
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Framing and positioning


Character positioning within the frame is also an important part of mise-en-scène. It is not always something you will notice, but it is something the director will have thought about. The framing of certain characters or scenes will have been a conscious choice. For example, a character might be positioned above another to show dominance or in a way that reﬂects conﬂicting emotions. Perhaps the protagonist is central in the frame with other characters behind them or surrounding them. Where a character is placed in the frame is an important aspect of how the shot works, and you should think about why these choices have been made.


So, for example, Rocks has quite tight framing: Rocks is not always central in the frame and other friends in her group are not always seen in full. This is to give us a sense of realism, as if we are another member of her friendship group. Wadjda (2012, Haifaa Al-Mansour), on the other hand, is often ﬁlmed outside, in long shots, to show the harsh, hot environment in which Wadjda lives and perhaps to make her seem smaller to signify the size of the ﬁght she has to gain her independence.


If you are asked to comment on mise-en-scène, you may want to break down your analysis into separate sections or you may wish to look at all elements together.


Key terms


Positioning


Where a character is placed in the frame/shot.


Framing


How the mise-en-scène is ‘framed’ or positioned on the screen. Think of the cinema or television screen as the frame. How are the things inside it shown to you?


Stretch and challenge 2.3


Below are ﬁlm stills from Joio Rabbit(2019, Taika Waititi) and The Farewell (2019, Lulu Wang).


Consider how all aspects of mise-en-scène give you clues as to what is happening, where it is happening and how the people in the frame feel about it.


Conclusion


Analysing key sequences in the ﬁlms you have studied is key to your success and is one of the most interesting parts of your studies, allowing you to really think about how and why all the different elements of the ﬁlm work. It is really what Film Studies is all about. Remember though, that while you may discuss different elements of ﬁlm form individually, it is important to also understand how they work together to convey meanings for the audience and evoke responses.
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How ﬁlm form is used: the structural elements of ﬁlm form


ACT ONE


Setup 


ACT THREE


Resolution


ACT TWO


Confrontation


INCITING INCIDENTCLIMAX


Plot point #1


Plot point #2


MIDPOINT


Once you have grasped the key elements of ﬁlm form, you will need to consider how they are organised into structures. This involves exploring and comparing similar or different kinds of ﬁlms (genre) and thinking about the ways in which they tell their stories (narrative). You will also investigate how ﬁlms communicate ideas and issues (representation).


Often, we remember ﬁlms because of the distinctive ways in which the ﬁlmmaker has used ﬁlm form. There may be particularly striking visuals created, showing a close relationship between cinematographer and director. Sometimes the music (Whiplash, 2014, Damien Chazelle) or editing (Slumdog Millionaire) leave a deep mark on our memories. In the following sections of the book, we explore how ﬁlm form can create a strong emotional response and how it is used artistically – its aesthetic qualities.


The ﬁlms we watch or study are inevitably affected by social, technological and cultural inﬂuences. We will consider the ways in which time, place and technology may be reﬂected in ﬁlms.


Finally, we will explore ways of talking and writing about ﬁlm by looking at a range of critical studies, and giving you the opportunity to develop your personal critical response to some of your study ﬁlms.


Genre


Genre is a French word meaning type or category. In Film Studies, sorting ﬁlms into categories or groups and looking for similarities or differences has become an important way of talking and writing about ﬁlms and their audiences and how ﬁlms are produced and marketed. In English lessons you will have learnt that a certain genre of book or play will have a recognisable style, which is conveyed through the words used, the settings, the types of character, the plot and perhaps even the colours or illustrations on the cover. Film genres are signalled in a similar way. Even before we go to see a ﬁlm, its genre will have been apparent from pre-production publicity such as posters or trailers. Once we have identiﬁed a speciﬁc genre, we have a set of expectations about characters, plot and cinematic style.


Top tip


Using the correct terminology and subject-speciﬁc language when analysing ﬁlms will make your analysis stand out.


Remember that what a ﬁlm says to you may not be how someone else reads it, so think about the context of the ﬁlms as you analyse them.
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Why is genre important?


Genre inﬂuences our decision when choosing the ﬁlm we want to watch at the cinema or at home.


As it inﬂuences our choice of ﬁlm, it will also inﬂuence the kinds of ﬁlms made. Producers need to know there is a market for their product.


Genre has become a key aspect of looking at, writing about, analysing and critiquing ﬁlms and how they are received by audiences.


If ﬁlms can be sorted into categories, it becomes easier to make comparisons, observe what they have in common and where they differ or innovate.


It allows us to look more clearly at how ﬁlms develop over time and to consider how those changes relate to social, technological and industrial changes.


When we talk or write about genre, we have to consider the areas that help us to identify a ﬁlm. We ‘test’ them in order to assess whether they match our expectations of a particular category, or type, of ﬁlm. These areas are its codes and conventions and most commonly include: setting or location, themes, characters, style, props or signiﬁcant objects, narrative and plot.


Genre


Typical topics and issues, e.g. revenge, discrimination


Themes


Inclusion of typical props and signiﬁcant objects


Props


Narrative/plot


Typical stories and ways of telling them


Characters


Character types: heroes, villains, helpers, etc.


Setting


Typical settings/locations


Style


Characteristic use of cinematography, sound, editing and mise-en-scène, e.g. string music that heightens tension in a thriller; fast editing in action/adventure; lavish costumes, hair and make-up in a costume drama


GENRE


Key terms


Codes and conventions


The detailed ‘rules’ of a genre – the elements of ﬁlm form and structure that we come to expect from a genre.


Cross-genre / hybrid genre


A genre in ﬁction that blends themes and elements from two or more different genres; where a work cannot be easily categorised by a single genre or sub-genre.


Top tip


It can, at times, be difﬁcult to ‘slot’ a ﬁlm into a particular category and it’s useful to remember that all ﬁlms are, to some extent, cross-generic.
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Investigating genre


In the comparative study, you will look at two Hollywood ﬁlms from different eras. This will give you the opportunity to think about and analyse the typical ingredients of the genre of the chosen ﬁlms. It will also allow you to look at differences between these ﬁlms and observe how genres change over time, often reﬂecting changes within society.


Each pair of ﬁlms for your comparative study deals with typical themes associated with their genre, such as the triumph of good over evil; love and how it turns up in unexpected places; teenage rebellion; the fear of anything that appears ‘alien’ to or different from us. The ﬁlm pairings offered for the comparative study (for assessment from Summer 2024) are:


HORROR


Dracula and The Lost Boys


Pillow Talk and When Harry Met Sally


Romantic comedy


Invasion of the Body Snatchers and E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial


Singin’ in the Rain and Grease


Rebel Without a Cause andFerris Bueller’s Day Out


Youth film


SCIENCE FICTIONMusical


Task 2.19


Write a table of all your focus ﬁlms and outline the key themes in each one.


Do any of them deal with similar themes? Why do you think that is?


Typicality


When initially thinking about genre, we look for similarities across a body of ﬁlms. All genres have a menu of features that an audience expects to appear in a ﬁlm of that genre. These are the genre’s codes and conventions. The list should always allow for a degree of ﬂexibility because, if all ﬁlms stuck rigidly to a set of genre rules, they would get pretty boring! Some ﬁlms will not include all of the codes and conventions and some ﬁlms may use them in different ways, but if a ﬁlm is to meet our expectations of a particular genre, then some recognisable features must be present.


Genre is important to audiences, ﬁlmmakers and reviewers, as it provides a framework from which to talk about and, in terms of the industry, sell ﬁlms. You should focus on the following areas when analysing and discussing codes and conventions and typicality:


Key term


Typicality


The repeated use of elements of ﬁlm form so that we expect them in a genre, such as exciting, fast-paced music in action/adventure to reﬂect or exaggerate the action.
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Setting


What locations are used? Which historical time period?


Themes


What ideas, issues and/or emotions do the ﬁlms deal with?


Props or signiﬁcant objects


What kinds of props or important objects might we expect in a ﬁlm belonging to the genre?


Characters


Which typical powers, secret identities, stereotypes and archetypes reoccur?


Narrative and plot


Which typical kinds of stories are told? Are they told in familiar ways?


Style


How typical is the ‘look’ of the ﬁlm? Consider elements of ﬁlm language such as mise-en-scène, editing, cinematography and the use of special effects and CGI.


Task 2.20


Look at these ﬁlm posters.


lIdentify the genre of each ﬁlm. Note down the typical features that help you to identify genre in each image.


lDo either of the stills use characteristics more associated with other genres? What might this tell you?


Typical settings


We recognise genres by their narratives, themes and settings and by their iconography, characters and certain stylistic elements, such as the use of lighting and camera shots. As audiences, we enjoy the familiar, but we also look for something new, a change so that the familiar is not obvious or dull. Often, we can recognise the genre of a ﬁlm very quickly; for example, the setting of a ﬁlm often immediately establishes its genre.


Key terms


Stereotype


An oversimpliﬁed representation of a person, or group of people, repeatedly used so it becomes seen as the norm.


Archetype


An easily recognised representation that has been used as an example or ideal over a long period of time.
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Task 2.21


Look at the still images here.


lWhat genre is established in each?lBrieﬂy outline what you think might have happened in each story up to this point.


lBrieﬂy outline what you think might happen in the story afterwards.lWhat narrative function does each character have?lIf you can predict what has happened before and what may happen after, what pleasures will each ﬁlm still be able to offer you?


▲Dracula (1931, Tod Browning)


▲The Lost Boys (1987, Joel Schumacher)


Key terms


Iconography


A symbolic representation. It is used to describe the visual language of a ﬁlm, particularly in a speciﬁc genre. We expect to see certain features on screen when we see, for example, a horror ﬁlm, such as monsters, haunted castles, gravestones and dark woods.


Narrative function


The role and importance of a character to the way in which the story is told and understood. We can make predictions about their actions once we have identiﬁed what type of character they are.
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