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Introduction


This book is designed to guide you through the WJEC Eduqas 2017 Film Studies AS and A level courses. These qualifications were designed to encourage you to explore the power and beauty of cinema by examining films from a range of eras and countries, from the mainstream to the experimental, the silent era to the contemporary. This textbook is structured to support the specification and incorporates guidance on the areas of study that can be applied to any of the set films plus in-depth case studies of at least one film for each module.

How to use this book

Part 1 offers a very detailed exploration of the core study areas:


	★  film form


	★  meaning


	★  response and context.




It can be used as an in-depth glossary to help you understand some of the terminology associated with Film Studies and it also includes some case studies from the specification to show you how this new knowledge can be applied. In the examination, knowledge of these core areas could be tested for any film, so a clear understanding of them is crucial.

Part 2 of the book contains the detailed case studies. These case studies take you through the analysis of a film, applying the core areas and the relevant specialist areas outlined by the specification. If the chapter is not on a film you are studying it will still offer relevant theoretical information and context, which can be applied to your chosen film. This part of the book also offers guidance on the production module.

Part 3, the and final part, is a brief overview of study skills and revision techniques to help you get the most out of the qualification and achieve your potential.

The book includes Independent activities (IAs) and opportunities for Stretch & challenge (S&C). To make the most of this publication you should strive to do as many of these as possible.


[image: ] Further information

These are the assessment objectives for this specification. Learners must:

AO1 demonstrate knowledge and understanding of elements of film.

To achieve well in AO1 you need to show that you have a secure understanding of the core areas and specialist areas for each module. This includes using subject-specific terminology accurately such as shot types and editing techniques plus demonstrating a clear grasp of the theoretical approaches to film covered on the course such as the auteur approach or spectatorship theory.

AO2 apply knowledge and understanding of elements of film to:


	●  analyse and compare films, including through the use of critical approaches


	●  evaluate the significance of critical approaches*


	●  analyse and evaluate own work in relation to other professionally produced work.




To achieve good marks in AO2 you need to show that you can apply your understanding of the core and specialist modules when analysing films. To do well you should use a range of examples from the films studied to back-up your points and for the Hollywood 1930–1990 module explicitly explore similarities and differences between the films. You should also be able to apply relevant theories or approaches to the analysis of films and reflect on how they improve your understanding. It is important to also be able to reflect on your own creative work and compare it with other films.

AO3 Apply knowledge and understanding of elements of film to the production of a film or screenplay.

High marks here are awarded when your creative work clearly shows that you have a secure understanding of how films are constructed. Your screenplay and storyboard, or film, should use elements of film form in a coherent way and adhere to the required conventions.

* These assessment objectives apply for both the AS and A level courses with the exception of the requirement to evaluate the significance of critical approaches, which only applies to the A level qualification.
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PART 1 CORE STUDY AREAS


Section 1 The key elements of film form



Film form

Film form is everything that filmmakers take into consideration when making a film. It is how the content is expressed, rather than the story itself.

By studying, or reading, a film, you will see what techniques filmmakers use to:


	★  further narrative and character


	★  stimulate an emotional response


	★  reveal further layers of meaning


	★  place the film within a particular genre or style.




Once you have gained an understanding of the fundamentals of film form you will develop your own way of studying a film. Your method may differ from other people’s way of studying. You will find that a group studying the same scene will each see and interpret it differently. This is OK.

Why study film form?

A starting point for studying film is to consider all the essential decisions the director and key creative personnel use when planning the visual and aural elements of a film.

These elements, known as film form, are: 


	★  cinematography


	★  mise-en-scène


	★  editing


	★  sound


	★  performance.




By examining these in close detail, you will gain further insights into the characters, narrative structure, themes and messages that you may have missed the first time you watched the film.

These elements serve to create a mood and add to the overall aesthetic of the film.


Aesthetic: the style adopted by an artist (in a film’s case the filmmaker) or a film movement. For example, despite the different settings of Trainspotting (Boyle, 1996) and Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle, 2009), both films share a visual look and feel, created by the director’s high-energy visual style, by way of his choice of camerawork, editing and music. German Expressionism was an artistic movement that encompassed theatre, dance, architecture, painting, sculpture and film. The aesthetic shared between expressionist films included exaggeration in performance, setting, lighting and disorientating camera angles.



Form and meaning

Meaning, in this context, is an interpretation of the narrative based on what we see and hear (form). This meaning may be explicit (what the film is about, i.e. the plot) or implicit (what is lying beneath the surface).

As active film viewers, we look for the ‘hidden’ meanings, and studying film form helps us to achieve a deeper understanding of them. 

The director

You only have to sit through the end credits of a film to see how many people are involved in the making of it. It is not possible for a director to carry out every aspect of production. The director is responsible for the artistic and dramatic aspects of turning a written script into a film.

One way of studying film is to look at the body of a work of a director. You will begin to see recurring visual styles and motifs in it. Directors with a strong aesthetic have become known as auteurs.


Production: the period of actual shooting. As this is the most costly part of the project, much planning is done in the pre-production process, with daily shooting schedules prepared to ensure that the material required in each location or with a group of actors is secured. Most films are shot out of sequence.

Auteur: certain directors have a strong aesthetic, and you will begin to see recurring visual styles and motifs in their films. These directors have become known as auteurs.



Some directors, for example Alfred Hitchcock, relish the notion of the auteur and their place within the pantheon of auteur directors, while others completely disown the auteur theory, acknowledging the input of everyone involved in the filmmaking process.


[image: ] Case study: Film form

Film form is used to add meaning and response to a scene. The terms used here will be explored in detail in this section.

This Is England (Meadows, 2006) – the party scene (00:36:42–40:16)

By analysing a scene, drawing on all its component elements, you will develop further layers of meaning. The party scene, where Combo and his friend turn up, from This Is England signals the tipping point from the touching and warm-hearted first half to a more aggressive and bleaker second half of the film.

As we return to the party, it is clear from the first shot that the atmosphere has changed. Combo is placed in the centre of the frame, potentially displacing Woody as the leader of the group. Combo is dressed in white, which draws the eye to him. There is no diegetic music; all the people have been silenced by Combo, who now dominates the conversation.

Their shared costuming, hair styling and presentation mark them as a group with a mutual connection. However, Combo and his friend Banjo’s appearance, with much closer shaven hair and tattoos, is far more aggressive, indicating a more threatening presence.

Tattoos are an important part of each character’s costuming. Woody and Combo both have identical crosses on their forehead, which infers a shared past. The cross appears to be Woody’s only tattoo, but Combo also has a teardrop, a spider’s web and a swallow, all of which are symbols associated with ‘doing time’ in jail.

The scene is largely filmed from eye-level and is subjective, as though we, the viewers, are sitting with them.

Combo’s face is predominantly held in close-up to emphasise his face, which is animated with large movements around his eyes and mouth. He takes up more physical space than the others do, and the midshots show his wide hand gestures as he becomes engrossed with his prison anecdote about a black prisoner stealing his pudding.

The others are listening, all attention is focused on him, their body movements are smaller and their micro-expressions betray many emotions, from concern (downcast eyes) to enjoyment (nodding and laughing).

When Combo uses the derogatory word ‘wog’, stress is placed on it for emphasis and the shock of its use is shown in reaction shots.

The tension is momentarily broken when Shaun and Smell enter the room. The camera remains at the seated eye-level and becomes a point-of-view (POV) shot as Combo takes in this young boy (Shaun). The shot means that Smell’s head and shoulders are not in shot, which amplifies how small Shaun is, as he can still be seen in full.

At first Combo is aggressive towards Shaun, before teasing and then dismissing him, to continue with his story. The introduction of plaintive non-diegetic music initially underscores his dialogue, and then overwhelms it, leaving just the sombre music to accompany a close-up of Combo, which seems slightly slowed down. Unable to hear what he is saying, we rely on his body movements and facial expression for meaning, and cutaways to the other characters (single and grouped).

The music continues at the end of the scene into the next scene, thereby making an aural link that the downbeat mood has lingered to the next day.





Cinematography

Types of shot (i)

Cinematography (the framing and design of shots) encompasses a range of processes and techniques that come together to give the film its visual look and convey messages and values.

The director will have a vision of what they want the film to look like, and during pre-production the cinematographer will make dozens of decisions in order to create this vision and reality.

The five key areas of cinematography are:


	★  shot types and camera angles (from which viewpoint we see the camera)


	★  camera movement (how the camera moves around the action)


	★  lighting (how the shot is lit)


	★  colour (how colour is used to communicate additional information)


	★  composition (the way people and objects are placed within the shot).




Other aspects to be considered are:


	★  film stock: 16mm, 35mm, 70mm, 3D, IMAX (although, today, shooting digitally is the primary method)


	★  aspect ratio: the standard ratios in use are 2:35:1 or 1:85:1. Usually, 2:35:1 is used for action/blockbusters, 1:85:1 for character-led films. Until the 1950s, 4:3 was the standard


	★  frame rate: the standard is 24 frames per second (fps), but there have been 48fps and 120fps releases.





Pre-production: the period prior to filming, where key decisions are made, including securing funding, selecting actors and creative personnel, choosing locations, building sets, designing costumes and determining the film’s aesthetic, and planning the production schedule.

Cinematographer: responsible for the look of the film; in charge of the camera technique and translates the director’s vision onto the screen, advising the director on camera angles, lighting and special effects.

Film stock: the type of film used to shoot the film on.

Aspect ratio: the shape of the image; this affects the composition of the shots. The first aspect ratio used was 4:3: the first number refers to the width of the screen and the second to the height. Therefore, for every 4 inches in width, there will be 3 inches height.

Frames per second (fps): the frame rate, or the speed that individual frames are projected to give the allusion of movement.



Types of shot

Most scenes/sequences are made up of a series of shots, showing the action from different angles and points of view.


Shot: used to mean different aspects of the filmmaking process.


	●  For the cinematographer a shot is from the moment the camera starts rolling (action) to the end (cut).


	●  For the editor a shot is a continuous scene or sequences between two cuts or edits.


	●  Refers to the process of shooting a film, e.g. ‘we shot four minutes of screen time today’.


	●  There are different types of shot, which refer to the distance between the camera and the subject.






The most regularly used shot types are as follows.

Extreme long shot (ELS) or establishing shot

Filmed from a very long way away, an extreme long shot will often be a view of an exterior location. It is often used as an establishing shot to show a panoramic view of where the film is set. Such shots are the cinematographer’s equivalent of a landscape painting: full of shape and hue but with little precise detail, although usually just enough to provide clues to the film’s genre and setting.


[image: ]
Extreme long shot (ELS; Nomadland, Zhao, 2020)






Long shot (LS)

A long shot clearly features the main character or characters, but will also offer a fair amount of background. This shot is useful for showing us who the central characters in the scene are and where it is set.
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Long shot (LS; Joker, Phillips, 2019)






[image: ] Independent activity

Consider the directors of the films you are studying. What do you know about their body of work? Watch some of the films they’ve made. Is their visual and aural style consistent from film to film? If so, which elements remain the same?



Medium-long shot (MLS)

A medium-long shot focuses on the main part of the characters, but probably cuts them off at the knees. It can be comfortably used to show two figures walking, talking, dancing, etc.

Medium shot (MS) or midshot

A medium shot, or midshot, shows a character’s upper body, arms and head. If there are two figures they have to be quite close to each other in order to fit them both in the shot. This sort of shot therefore implies a certain intimacy between characters and between the characters and the viewers.


[image: ]

Medium shot (MS; Shaun of the Dead, Wright, 2004)






Independent study questions



	[image: ] When you are assessing a shot, how much of the subject can you see in it?


	[image: ] Can you only see their eyes, their full body or are they just a distant figure? 


	[image: ] What do you learn about the characters and setting from these shot types?










Cinematography

Types of shot (ii)

Two-shot

A two-shot shows two characters who are not necessarily side-by-side, but are clearly the two central characters in a scene. Their proximity and the framing of the shot are indicators of the characters’ relationship. They can be placed in the foreground (FG) or the background (BG), and the depth of field can be adjusted to highlight and draw focus of one element of the image over another.


Foreground (FG): people, objects or action closest to the camera.

Background (BG): in contrast to the FG, the depth of field is altered by the cinematographer, which can add further meaning.

Depth of field: the distance between the nearest and furthest objects in a scene that are in sharp focus in a shot.




[image: ] Image search

Choose a film and search for a medium close-up shot image from that film. Discuss with a partner what makes your image a two-shot image and why the director would use it at this point in the scene.



Medium close-up (MCU)

A medium close-up (MCU) is used to direct the viewer’s attention entirely onto one character by focusing on their head and shoulders. This shot is used to deliver powerful/emotional lines of dialogue or for more nuanced facial expressions.


[image: ] Image search

Choose a film and search for a medium close-up shot image from that film. What makes it a medium shot image? Discuss with a partner why the director would use this type of shot in the scene.



Close-up (CU)

A close-up is perhaps the most important shot in the development of cinematography and the moment that the power is taken away from the viewer. The director is drawing attention to where they want you to focus.

This is a shot where the whole of the actor’s face fills the full frame while showing their emotions, delivering key lines or simply showing their best side.

In shots that don’t involve actors, close-ups give the viewer the opportunity to have a good look at one particular detail, which could be part of the unravelling of the narrative or to help create a mood.


[image: ]

Close-up (CU; Mulholland Drive, Lynch, 2001) 








[image: ] Further information

A deep focus shot has a great depth of field from front to back, with the foreground, middle ground and background ALL remaining in sharp focus. The placement of objects or actors in the plane of vision allows for the manipulation of size and scale. If an object in the foreground looms larger than anything else in the frame then this is likely to be of greater importance.




[image: ] Image search

Search for a deep focus image from a film you are studying. Discuss with a partner what makes your image deep focus, and what is in the background that requires a deep focus.



The opposite of deep focus is shallow focus, where the small depth field has one plane in focus (i.e. the foreground) and the background out of focus. The eye is drawn to the object or actor in the foreground that is in sharp focus, rather than the blurred image in the background.

[image: ]

The Worst Person in the World (Trier, 2021) 





Extreme close-up (ECU)

Extreme close-ups (ECUs) get you almost too close to an actor, allowing the viewer into the character’s intimate space to reveal detail or emotions that would otherwise go unnoticed.

Developments in macro-photography have enabled extreme close-ups of individual flecks of colour in an actor’s iris or something reflected in them.


[image: ] Image search

Choose a film and search for an extreme close-up shot. What makes your image an extreme close-up? With a partner, discuss why the director would cut to an extreme close-up at this point in the scene. What effect is created?





Cinematography

Camera angles and perspectives

A camera angle is simply the angle from which the camera ‘sees’ the subject. There are several angles, all of which provide different effects.

Aerial shot

An aerial is often used as an establishing shot or at the opening of a film. It offers a bird’s-eye view, swooping over a landscape. An aerial shot is designed to be impressive and is best used at the beginning of a film before the characters and narrative have been established. If used later on, it could remind the audience they are watching a film and break the ‘spell’.


[image: ]

Aerial shot (Alien, Scott, 1979) 





Overhead shot

This shot is literally taken from up high, looking down. Again, it is most frequently used as an establishing shot to set the scene. Although the shot begins as an overhead, it often moves down and inwards towards the characters – drawing the viewer quite literally into the story.


[image: ]

Overhead shot (Night of the Living Dead, Romero, 1968) 





Eye-level shot

An eye-level shot is taken using the most natural camera angle. The eye-level chosen is usually that of the dominant character. This helps you identify with them, as though you are seeing the world as the character sees it.

Over-the-shoulder shot

Usually used to shoot a conversation, the camera is positioned behind one of the characters, taking in their shoulder, while filming the other. This is often part of a shot/reverse shot (see Editing, page 28).


[image: ]

Over-the-shoulder shot (Little Women, Gerwig, 2019) 







High-angle shot

A high-angle shot is usually taken from just above head-height. Using this shot is a good way of making someone look small and insignificant, simply because we are looking down on them. However, not all high-angle shots serve this purpose.


[image: ]

High-angle shot (Do the Right Thing, Lee, 1989)





Low-angle shot

Simply by setting the camera lower than eye-level and looking up at the subject, a low-angle shot can be employed to make a character (or object) dominate the frame, making them more threatening or heroic.


[image: ]

Low-angle shot (City of God, Meirelles, 2002) 





Objective

With an objective camera angle you are viewing the scene through the eye of an unseen observer. The viewpoint doesn’t belong to any of the characters, therefore it can be seen as impersonal.

Subjective

With a subjective camera angle (also known as a point-of-view (POV) shot) the viewer is placed in the action either as an active participant or by trading place with a character. This is typically used when the camera replaces the viewpoint of a character looking at someone from afar. In a horror film it could indicate the killer stalking their victim, or it can be used when one character is admiring another.


[image: ]

Subjective or POV shot (Portrait of a Lady on Fire, Sciamma, 2019) 






[image: ] Independent activity

Watch a scene from any film and note how the camera angles help shape your view of characters or spaces.





Cinematography

Camera movements

If the angle of view in the shot is to change without there being an edit, the camera has to move. This can be done in several ways.

Fixed axis

When a camera is attached to a fixed axis it stays rooted to the spot but can turn to follow the action, as when used in:


	★  a pan: when the camera moves from left to right or vice versa. This technique is used to follow a person as they walk across a room or to swing from one part of the frame to another


	★  a whip pan: uses the same movement as a pan but at speed. However, its increased speed often blurs the image


	★  a tilt is when the camera moves its lens up or down. This type of shot may be used to look slowly upwards at a building – thereby emphasising how tall it is.





[image: ] Independent activity

Select two films you are studying. Watch the opening sequences multiple times and make notes on the following elements of film form:


	●  the use of sound 


	●  the use of music


	●  the camera angles


	●  the camera movement


	●  the pace and style of editing.




Then answer the following questions:


	1  Do you think this is the work of a director with a strong aesthetic? If so, why?


	2  What genre/film movement do you think this film belongs to? Why do you think this?


	3  What else struck you about this opening sequence?


	4  Who do you think the intended audience for this film would be?






Shifting axis

When the whole camera moves it is said to have a shifting axis. This type of shot is used when the camera needs to move in a very precise direction. There are different methods for moving the camera:


	★  Dolly shot: the camera is mounted on a wheeled platform called a ‘dolly’, which is used to move the camera through a space in a relatively straight line. The dolly’s wheels have tyres for smooth movement and it can only be used on very flat surfaces.


	★  Tracking shot: the dolly is mounted on a track, which has been laid out in a specific route through the action, and follows a subject from behind, alongside or in front.




Zoom

A zoom isn’t an actual camera movement as such, but it does create the illusion of movement by starting off viewing its subject from a distance then zooming in (using a lens with a variable focus length) to look at a small part of it in much greater detail or vice versa. A crash zoom is the same movement but quicker.


[image: ]

Camera movements





Crane shot

A crane shot is when the camera is mounted on a crane or boom arm and is lowered, raised or swung sideways – like a vertical tracking shot. By using a crane, you can move the camera around the action from one level to another.

Originally, a camera operator would sit at the top of the crane, along with the camera. Today, cameras can be controlled remotely via drones, lightweight/manoeuvrable boom arms and cranes. A camera can now travel up the outside of a wall and pass through a half-open window with very little effort, where once that would have required the building of a special wall that could be pulled apart instantly to let the camera and camera operator pass through.

Hand-held

In the early days of filmmaking when films were made on lightweight 16mm film stock, it was easy to pick up a camera and film hand-held.

With the introduction of 35mm and sound, cameras became more difficult to manoeuvre. It wasn’t until the 1950s that professional cameras were made small enough to carry and hand-held camerawork could once again be considered.

Initially, documentary filmmakers used hand-held cameras, as this created a sense of reality – it reminds the viewer of home movies that are also usually hand-held – with shaky photography, shifting focus and off-kilter framing. This style became known as cinéma vérité.

A camera operator holding a camera can follow the action wherever it goes, creating an immediate ‘this is real-life’ feel. With hand-held technology, it is possible to film in the most cramped conditions or from the most oblique angles. If you want an incredibly low-level shot, just lie on the floor with your hand-held camera and film from there.

In the late 1950s, fiction filmmakers borrowed this approach to filmmaking, including a group of young French film critics turned directors, who became known as the French New Wave. Their influence has had an impact on films’ visual styles, particularly for more intimate ‘indie’ movies, such as Moonlight (Jenkins, 2016).


[image: ] Further information

French New Wave 

In the late 1950s a group of French filmmakers emerged, many of whom were writing for French film journals including Cahiers du Cinema. Starved of foreign films during and immediately after the Second World War, when film import restrictions were lifted in the early 1950s they absorbed themselves in films of the Hollywood Golden Age. As a consequence, their films are full of artistic references to other films.

Films considered part of the French New Wave were renowned for being shot hand-held, using natural lighting on the streets. The performance style was natural, often improvised, by a youthful cast. They were concerned with how the film was shot and edited, rather than the story itself, and through their experimentations with editing and shooting they reinvented narrative techniques.

The key period of this film movement was 1958–1968, and directors associated with French New Wave are François Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard, Louis Malle and Agnès Varda. This movement has inspired and influenced many American film directors, including Quentin Tarantino, who named his production company A Band Apart after Godard’s film Bande à part (1964).



Steadicam

The year 1975 saw the introduction of the Steadicam camera (invented by Garrett Brown). A Steadicam is a type of camera mount that uses weights and counter-balances to keep a camera level, even while hand-held. The Steadicam operator can keep the camera steady for a tracking shot, or can gently move the camera up and down, to create a floating effect, which generates a sense of unease. 

Cinematography

Lighting (i)

When watching a film, you are usually attracted to the most brightly illuminated area of the screen. Filmmakers play on this when lighting a shot.

There are two key elements you need to consider when studying how a scene is lit and what further information you can draw from the lighting, as discussed below.


[image: ]

An example of chiaroscuro lighting (Spione, Lang, 1928)





Element 1: Source

Is the cinematographer using natural available light or are they filling the frame with deliberately placed artificial light?

If they are using artificial light they will usually be employing a three-point lighting combination:


	★  Point 1: Key light – the brightest primary light source; the one that acts like the sun in the sky. The key light throws the dominant shadows, if there are to be any. The intensity of this light leads the film’s lighting design.


	★  Point 2: Fill light – this will be approximately 50–75% of the key light. It is often provided by a reflector bouncing back a softened beam of key light or from a lower angle than the key light. Sometimes the shadows cast by the key light can be too dark and obscure detail – such as expressions on a human face – so the fill light softens the edges of shadows and puts back some of the detail. Using more or less key light can be an aesthetic choice known as chiaroscuro lighting, which could be low-key or high-contrast lighting.


	★  Point 3: Back light – shines from behind (and usually the side) and gives foreground objects an outline, which helps them to stand out from the background.





Chiaroscuro lighting: this term is borrowed from painting, and refers to the bold use of dark and light. It was a favourite for filmmakers whose work falls into film movements or styles that were filming in black and white, particularly German Expressionism (pages 243–253), horror and film noir. It is a kind of painting with light and shadow that makes dramatic moments impactful. It tends to lose its dramatic impact in colour.



Most shots are lit using a combination of the above three types of lighting.


[image: ]

Basic three-point lighting set-up 








[image: ] Further information

Film noir

Film noirs look and feel just like their literal meaning, ‘dark films’, both in their narrative content and visual style. A film noir world is one of darkness, disillusionment, betrayal, pessimism and moral corruption. The plots often involve murder and the brutality of life.

The use of high contrasting black and whites and obtuse camera angles were prolific and give the films a distorted view of the world. A world of dark streets, lit intermittently by neon signs and car headlights, and the frequent lighting of cigarettes. Made during the decade following the Second World War, these films share strong visual motifs, narrative strands, characters and mood, and mirror concerns in the post-war America over a man’s place in society and women’s emancipation.



The extremes of both dark and light lighting support or develop:


	★  narrative themes of good versus evil


	★  characters’ situations, e.g. a sense of peril (if well lit) and wrong-doing (if in the shade)


	★  a physical allusion to characters’ psychological state of mind


	★  themes of duplicity, claustrophobia and fatalism.





Independent study questions



	[image: ] When watching a scene from any film, make notes of what is illuminated and what is in the shadow. How have the filmmakers used lighting to develop the character or mood?








Element 2: Direction

The direction the light travels from source to the object it is illuminating creates different moods. Several different types are used to create distinct effects.


	★  Front lighting: tends to eliminate shadows and creates a ‘flatter’ image. This is the kind of lighting that is easiest to work with quickly, so is often found in low-budget or hand-held filmmaking.





[image: ]

Front lighting (Another Round, Vinterberg, 2020)






[image: ]

Side lighting (Vertigo, Hitchcock, 1958)






	★  Side lighting: uses one strong light source on one side, which creates shadows on the opposite side. This creates mystery and intrigue: what is being hidden in the shadow? 


	★  Back lighting: when the light is behind the object or person being photographed, therefore creating a silhouette. Depending on the strength of light used, this can also create a ‘halo’ of light around the edge of the silhouetted shape.


	★  Under lighting: when the light (or a reflector) is positioned under the object. This can throw a large shadow behind it and may have a distorting effect on the object or person.





[image: ]

Back lighting (Belfast, Branagh, 2021)






[image: ]

Under lighting (Alien, Scott, 1979)






	★  Top lighting: rarely used on its own as it just throws a light over a whole scene, with other lights filling in the details. When used in isolation, such as on a human face, the shadows fill the eye-sockets and look very menacing.





[image: ]

Top lighting (Spione, Lang, 1928)





Cinematography

Lighting (ii)

Cinematographers also have to consider:


	★  Intensity of the lighting. Is the lighting bright or dim? Consider the difference in lighting in a moody horror such as Night of the Living Dead (Romero, 1968) or a sci-fi such as Alien (Scott, 1979), with a bright musical such as La La Land (Chazelle, 2016).


	★  Quality of the lighting. Is it hard or soft? Does it create harsh shadows or subtle shading? Hard lighting is created from multiple small light sources, whereas soft is created by larger ones.




Element 3: Colour

The cinematographer’s use of colour is an important part of the film’s aesthetic and is discussed further in the mise-en-scène section on page 21.

Throwing a vivid red light, or a chilly blue, onto a scene can affect the way the viewer responds to what they see. Subtler effects are created by throwing differently coloured lights onto coloured walls or coloured costumes to indicate different times of year. Primary, muted or highly saturated colours are most effective when used to dominate a scene.

This can be done either during production or in post-production by grading.


Post-production: the work that is required to complete the film, after shooting, including the edit, sound mix, music composition, colour grading and computer-generated imagery (CGI) special effects.

Grading: colour film always needed to be graded to make sure that colours remain consistent. Like lighting, grading affects the mood and feel of a film. Documentaries are often ‘ungraded’ and appear flat and lifeless. By grading, filmmakers draw emphasis to colour themes, such as red in Shaun of the Dead, or visually emphasise the mood of a scene by taking out the red, to leave a scene looking blue and chilly. With digital technology it is possible to manipulate the colour palette of a scene or even a whole film.






[image: ] Case study: Colour in City of God (Meirelles, 2002)

Meirelles (director) and Charlone (cinematographer) use two different colour palettes in City of God (2002).

The first half of the film, told in flashback, is golden in hue, which indicates the heat of Brazil, as well as the nostalgia of the ‘Golden Age’ of life in the favelas, when the children had hope, ambition and innocence. The colour reflects their optimism and enthusiasm for life.


[image: ]


The film’s second half is narratively darker; the bright lighting has gone and is replaced with darker browns, and greys. These reflect the change in fortune for the young people who are now embedded in the criminal underworld, with little opportunity for escape.




[image: ] Image search
 Darker tones in City of God

Watch the opening scene of City of God and note how the colour tones change before and after the flashback. What does this change in colour palette connote about the world and how it has changed?



Black and white

Filming in black and white was the default format in early cinema, although from the outset filmmakers were keen to have colour in the film. Hand-colouring frame by frame or tinting entire sequences a colour to match its mood were early experiments in colour. It wasn’t until the 1930s that filming in colour became viable. Colour and black and white were both in use until the early 1970s, when colour dominated.

When shooting in black and white, it is not the hue of the colour that makes an impact but the brightness (how dark or light it is). For instance, to get a deep black a very dark orange colour is most effective, rather than black itself.

[image: ]

Casablanca (Curtiz, 1942)






[image: ] Independent activity

Contemporary black and white films hark back to the glamour of the Golden Age of Hollywood or the rebellious French New Wave. But what does releasing a film in black and white mean today? Is it nostalgia? A marker of a film’s artiness? An aesthetic consideration? Have a look at some contemporary black and white films then research and read about the directors’ intentions.





Cinematography

Composition

Composition is the arrangement of all the visual elements of mise-en-scène in the frame. The choice of camera angle and lighting, combined with the placement of people and objects within the setting, creates the composition of a shot.

As viewing a film is an emotional experience, the way scenes are composed will stimulate an audience’s response.

The rule of thirds

The rule of thirds is a central premise of composition. If you divide the frame into thirds (using four lines), your main character or object should fall at the intersection of two of these lines. This will draw your eye to the main object, but leave space for further information to be communicated.


[image: ]

The rule of thirds (Vertigo, Hitchcock, 1958)





Balance and symmetry

Formal or symmetrical balanced composition is used to depict a quiet, restful, static scene. In a two-shot, which uses formal balance, audience interest will naturally shift from one character to the other as each speaks. Having the images displayed evenly within the frame conveys a sense of calm and order.


[image: ]

Formal or symmetrical balance (Saint Maud, Glass, 2019) 





Informal or asymmetrical unbalanced composition is used to challenge or attract attention. You can make a character appear more dominant by positioning them higher or lower in a frame, as well as through lighting and camera angle. Unbalanced compositions are associated with chaos and tension.


[image: ]

Informal or asymmetrical balance (Saint Maud, Glass, 2019) 





Lines

Compositional lines are the contours of objects, people, props, buildings, trees, vehicles, furniture and so on, and are expressed in straight, curved, vertical, horizontal or diagonal lines.

Lines serve many purposes in visual composition. Combinations of lines may influence each other and convey different meanings. They can divide the composition, direct the viewer’s eye, define shapes and lead the viewer to a particular interpretation.

Here are the key types of lines:


	★  Vertical lines create a strong impression, suggesting power and stability.


	★  Horizontal lines can also indicate strength but in a more restful way, leaning towards balance and harmony. They can also lead to finality or a sense of ending.





[image: ]

Horizontal lines (Nomadland, Zhao, 2020)






	★  Diagonal lines suggest a sense of action and movement. Opposing diagonal lines suggest conflict and forcefulness.


	★  Organic lines are lines found in nature. Depending on the way they are used, they can introduce feelings of chaos, complexity or beauty.




The above four types of line are all actual lines. The fifth doesn’t visually exist at all, we merely imagine the line:


	★  Implied lines are created/implied through directional elements such as a hand gesture or the gaze between two people.




Form

Physical forms (such as people and objects) are easy to spot, but filmmakers can also create the illusion of form in the viewer’s eye by grouping people or objects together to create abstract forms. This link is often made in a triangular movement, allowing the eye to move from one object to another, to create subliminal links.

A triangle pointing upwards suggests strength, stability and solidarity (imagine a mountain). This allows the eye to go from point to point in an upwards movement with ease, reinforcing positive attributes. An inverted triangle lacks stability and suggests weakness and fragility.


[image: ]

Physical forms, inverted triangle (Trainspotting, Boyle, 1996) 






Mise-en-scène



The term mise-en-scène was first used in the theatre, where it refers to all the elements placed on a stage that contribute to the setting or mood the creative team were working towards. In film, it refers to everything on the screen in front of the camera, from the colours and style of the clothes worn by the actors, to the settings and locations, to the feeling created by the lighting (see Cinematography, pages 15–18) and the positioning of the characters in relation to one another.

Everything you see on screen (and the six off-screen spaces – for more on these spaces see page 27) has been considered and deliberately chosen to be there. If you can see it, it is there because the filmmaker wants you to see it. How you interpret this information will take time and practice; you can view a film multiple times and find new information on each viewing.

Your response to a film may well be different from others. Your gender, ethnicity, age, life experiences, the books you have read, and the other films, theatre, paintings, photographs and music you have seen/heard or studied all play a part in your interpretation of a film.

Colour

Colour is integral to the cinematographer’s repertoire of resources for creating mood and conveying meaning. Colour is an important part of the mise-en-scène to signal a character’s mood or also personality, to enhance the narrative arc, to draw attention to something, support a colour motif or to elicit psychological reactions in the viewer. Here, it would be the responsibility of the production and costume designer.

The psychology of colour


	★   Red: anger, violence, danger, love, excitement


	★   Pink: femininity, sweetness, innocence, playfulness


	★   Orange: warmth, happiness, friendly, exoticness


	★   Yellow:  sickness, madness, idyllic, insecurity


	★   Green: nature, renewal, hope, darkness, envy, ominous


	★   Blue: cold, calm, melancholy, cerebral


	★   Purple: fantasy, mystical, ethereal, ominous


	★   Black: fear, grief, sophistication


	★   White: sincerity, purity







[image: ] Stretch & challenge

Focus on how one or more elements of mise-en-scène create meaning and generate response in a film sequence.

Note: select a sequence of approximately seven minutes from films of the same genre/film movement/national.

The question is asking you to analyse either:


	1  one film sequence or 


	2  two in comparison.




And either:


	1  one element of mise-en-scène


	2  multiple elements of.




What to do:


	1  Watch the film(s).


	2  Select an appropriate sequence.


	3  Select which elements of film form you wish to study.


	4  Have multiple viewings of the selected sequence.


	5  Relevant research into mise-en-scène, cinematography, sound, editing, performance, etc.




Remember: mise-en-scène includes setting, décor, costume and make-up, figure expression and movement, lighting, framing and composition, off-screen space and special effects.




[image: ] Case study: Colour

We Need to Talk About Kevin (Ramsay, 2011)

The image below, from We Need to Talk About Kevin, shows Eva, whose son has carried out a mass school shooting, standing outside her vandalised house. Eva’s world has red in almost every frame, suggesting that she is surrounded by anger, violence and danger, with no escape.


[image: ]


House of Flying Daggers (Yimou, 2004)

Colour plays a significant part in the aesthetic style of House of Flying Daggers with a single colour dominating the mise-en-scène in different sequences. Here the characters and backgrounds are a similar shade of green, with the green alluding to nature, renewal and hope.


[image: ]





[image: ] Independent activity

Create a colour wheel of images from films you are studying and annotate this with the mood generated in these scenes by using these colours.


[image: ]





[image: ] Study tip

There is considerable cross-over between cinematography and mise-en-scène, particularly with regards to lighting, which is covered in detail on pages 15–18. The position of the actors, part of the mise-en-scène, is also an essential element of a cinematographer’s framing.





Setting and props

Setting and props are the responsibility of the production designer, who helps to define and manage every visual aspect of a film.

Setting

Setting includes the location, be it an exterior, interior, a real place or a specially built set on a soundstage or on location.

However, it is not only the physical locations that form setting, but also what the time is – dawn, daylight, dusk or the dead of night.

Props

Setting props are all the items used in both interior and exterior locations. For a historical drama, attention would have to be paid to vehicles, street lighting, shop facades and background extras. For an interior scene, thought would have be paid to the pictures on the wall, the books on a shelf and the items on a table. The absence of these would also be indicators to character and story.

Where props are placed and how they are used can carry additional narrative, emotional or symbolic weight.

There is some overlap between props and costumes: props that characters make use of, such as spectacles, a holstered gun, an umbrella or a wristwatch, are known as costume props.


[image: ] Independent activity

Create a mind-map outlining what settings or props you would expect to find in each of the following:


	●  a horror film


	●  a western


	●  a science fiction film.




For each genre, explain what function the settings and props serve.




[image: ] Case study: Setting, props and costume

Setting and props combined with costume can help develop the narrative, provoke emotional responses, offer further understanding to the characters or serve a symbolic function.

Parasite (Bong Joon-ho, 2019)

The colour, location, props and costumes create stark contrasts in Parasite. The Kim family live in cramped, messy conditions in a basement that floods, in a district that is equally cramped. The colours of this location are cold and grey.

In contrast, the Park family live in luxury – this luxury takes the form of space, soft, tactile fabrics, and stylish, warm and muted colour palettes.


[image: ]

The luxurious house in Parasite





Creating this juxtaposition with the dual aesthetics encourages the audience to think about the divisions in Korean society. However, both colour palettes are devoid of vibrancy; neither family is completely happy. The location designs are also constructed to make meaning. The Park family home has a secret basement where the various characters find themselves trapped; the ‘lower classes’ are physically constrained to the ‘lower’ levels and unable to find a way out of their poverty.


[image: ]

Parasite (Bong Joon-ho, 2019) 









Costume, make-up and hair

The costume designer works closely with the other creative departments, particularly the production designer, to ensure that:


	★  they are part of the wider aesthetic vision


	★  they develop the character


	★  designs support or contrast other characters’ costumes


	★  costumes are suitable for the actor’s performance (physical/restrained)


	★  costumes appropriate to the setting (both time and location).




The colour of costumes and how they are worn all form part of the character and the story arc. The lighting design and whether the film is being shot in colour or black and white will influence the choice of colours.

As with setting and props, clothes the characters wear provide shortcuts to the film’s genre, and historical and social setting. There are certain items of clothing that are genre signifiers, such as Stetson hats in a western.

The clothes worn are not mere accessories, they are key elements in the construction of character and identity. As much care is taken in the choice of clothes in a contemporary rom-com as those set in a historical or futuristic setting.

For the purposes of mise-en-scène, make-up (including special effects make-up) and hair styling also serve as part of the costume.

There are three main uses of make-up:


	★  day to day, aka straight make-up or street make-up – this would be used for naturalistic performances, or to enhance an actor’s features. Additionally, this make-up may be needed to hide any blemishes, scarring, tattoos, etc.


	★  character or transformation make-up would employ specialist make-up alongside facial prosthetics to change a person’s appearance. The materials used may include latex or silicone and could be used to make someone look older/younger, fatter or ill


	★  special effects (FX) make-up also uses prosthetics made of latex, foam or silicone, but these may be entire body suits and complete head/facial masks as used to create the look of the mythical creature, Pale Man, in Pan’s Labyrinth (del Toro, 2006). Special effects make-up may also involve some CGI.




[image: ]

Pan’s Labyrinth (del Toro, 2006) 





An actor may be required to wear contact lenses or false teeth in any of these three make-up uses. Their own hair may be cut, coloured or styled, or they may be required to wear a toupee, extensions or wigs.


[image: ] Independent activity

Create a collage of images showing the different uses of make-up in one of your focus films. Note how make-up contributes to the construction of character and how a character’s make-up alters as the narrative progresses.




[image: ] Image search
 Special effects make-up

Choose a film and search for an image from that film of an actor who has had special effects make-up applied. Discuss with a partner how the make-up develops the character’s persona.




Independent study question



	[image: ] Select a scene from a film. What are the different functions for the clothes one of the characters wears?











[image: ] Case study: Costume, hair and make-up in Promising Young Woman

(Fennell, 2020)

Cassie uses her costume, hair and make-up in different ways. Primarily, her natural self is a collection of hyper feminine pastels and pops of candy sweet pink. Her seductress persona has darker costume choices, and her hair and make-up is more adult and sexual (we even see Cassie watching a tutorial on sexy make-up looks). In the final scene, we see a combination of sugary tones in her wig and almost comical ‘sexy nurse’ costume.


[image: ]





[image: ] Case study: Costume, hair and make-up in Vertigo

(Hitchcock, 1958)

In Vertigo, Hitchcock designs his perfect woman – a ‘Hitchcock blonde’, Madeleine. Edith Head dressed the character in ‘classy’ grey, black and white outfits; this was to create the effect of Madeleine being a blank canvas for Scottie to project his desires upon. Madeleine is not actually real; she is played by Judy, whose colours are from a much more vibrant and ‘alive’ colour palette, most notably green, which connotes ‘the uncanny’.

Each character has a signature colour in the film, which can be transferred to others when power dynamics lift.


[image: ]

Judy in green









Staging, movement and use of off-screen space

Staging

How characters and objects are positioned in the frame can:


	★  add further meaning to their relationship to one another


	★  indicate their importance to the narrative


	★  draw attention to a particular character/object.





[image: ] Independent activity

Choose two frames from a film you are studying that feature a two-shot. Consider the way in which the position of the actors in relation to one another adds a further layer of meaning. Write 100 words on each frame.




[image: ] Case study: Staging Shaun of the Dead (Wright, 2004)

Consider the two images below from Shaun of the Dead. What can we learn about the characters and their relationship to one another from the staging?

Image 1: In the foreground Liz and Shaun are sitting opposite each other, across the fairly wide table. They are placed in the lower half of the screen. In the background is Ed. He is standing, so we see more of his body, and is literally standing between Liz and Shaun, as though his mere presence is pushing them further apart.


[image: ]


Image 2: Here Shaun and Ed are sitting very close together on a sofa, with their arms overlapping. This proximity to one another mirrors their friendship, which seems far closer than that of Shaun and Liz.


[image: ]






Movement

Rather than camera movement, in this section it is the movement of the actors that is considered. There is naturally some cross-over with the actors’ performances and this is discussed in the Performance section on pages 37–41.

Off-screen

When studying film, we tend to focus on what is happening on screen, but it is important to remember that there are six off-screen spaces:


	★  to the left


	★  to the right


	★  above


	★  below


	★  behind the set


	★  in front of the camera.




The use of the spaces can be subtle, such as walking into frame from the right, across the frame and out of the left; or looking upwards; or for one character to point to action happening off-screen.

A more overt use is when a character breaks the fourth wall (see page 34) by addressing the audience, or looking directly into the camera, making the audience complicit in the action.


[image: ]

Renton breaks the fourth wall in Trainspotting (Boyle, 1996)







Editing

Editing is the process of arranging all the images in their correct order so that the narrative makes sense, the dialogue flows and you can see what you need to see, when you need to see it. Unlike the other elements of film form, editing is unique to film.

In this section you will gain an understanding of the conventions of continuity editing and how filmmakers experiment with editing to develop further layers of meaning.

Continuity editing

Continuity editing, or invisible editing as it is sometimes known, is the dominant editing technique in mainstream cinema. Continuity editing is designed to make the transitions between shots as seamless as possible so as not to draw attention to the film’s construction, instead allowing the audience to become immersed in the narrative. The techniques outlined here are commonplace in mainstream films.

Taken altogether, the editing of shots in a scene gives the impression of an entire continuous narrative.


	★  An establishing shot is usually the point of entry into a scene. It typically begins with a long-shot or establishing shot that establishes a location for the characters, before focusing on one or more of them and their actions.


	★  A shot/reverse shot editing pattern is used between two people in conversation. Filmed as over-the-shoulder shots, the editor cuts between the two to create the dynamism of the conversation. The camera could be focusing on either the person speaking, or the reaction of the person listening.


	★  An eye-line match is used in conversations where the two characters have been shot in close-up. To indicate that they are looking at each other, the eye-line has to match the eye height of the other character. If this doesn’t match you will spot it.


	★  The 180° rule is used to ensure that we understand where characters/objects are in relation to each other: the angle between any two sequential shots should not exceed 180°. Not following this is called crossing the line.


	★  The 30° rule is a general principle that two consecutive shots should have at least a 30° variance between them. Breaking this rule is known as a jump-cut.


	★  Cross-cutting is the parallel editing of two or more events in an alternating pattern, for example the hero coming to the rescue/victim in trouble. Cutting between two scenes heightens interest/suspense, provides conflict and depicts contrast.


	★  Match on action: most editors prefer to cut between two shots on action, such as the actor reaching for a drink and drinking it. These are two different actions and may be framed differently but the editing makes it seem as though it is a continuous movement.





[image: ]

The final scene of This Is England (Meadows, 2006) uses continuity editing






[image: ] Independent activity

Watch the first five minutes of a crime/thriller made before 1970, and one made after 2000. Note every time you spot an edit. How did the editing affect the pace of the opening?



Shot transitions

Editors need to make creative decisions regarding shot transitions – how you move from one shot to the next. These transitions can manipulate narrative time and space, serve the film’s aesthetic style, create mood, develop narrative and character, and generate further meaning.

There are several different ways of achieving these transitions, but most films use the cut, the dissolve and the fade.

Cut

A cut is a straight edit from one image to another with nothing in between. Cuts allow you to travel great distances in time and setting in an instant. Alternatively, they can show you the same action from different angles in a matter of seconds. 

Fade

A fade is when the picture emerges out of, or disappears into, black or white. It is most often used at the end of a major scene or act and is the filmic equivalent to the end of a chapter in a book.

Dissolve

A dissolve is when one image overlaps another. As the scene ends you are watching ‘image A’; slowly ‘image B’ emerges from it, until it overwhelms ‘image A’, which fades away completely. ‘Image B’ signals the start of a new scene, which could feature different characters or location. This can be particularly effective when creating a feeling of time passing, or to make a connection between two characters or a character and an object or setting.

Other transitions

The following transitions offer a more experimental approach, which can be used to develop further meaning or support a film’s aesthetic.

Wipe

A wipe is the most artificial and conspicuous transition. A line travels across the screen from left to right, or vice versa, wiping out the first image and replacing it with a second. Hulk (Lee, 2003) uses an array of shot transitions inspired by comic-book panels. There are more subtle uses of a wipe; if something moves across the screen (such as a car) in the same direction as the wipe, at the same speed, then the wipe isn’t noticed.

Match-cut

A match-cut is when we cut from one image to something that looks similar or from one action to a similar action. The most cited example of a match-cut is in 2001: A Space Odyssey (Kubrick, 1968), when the film opens with a prehistoric ape using a bone as a weapon, which he throws into the air, and the shot cuts to a satellite (similar in shape) in space. In one edit we have been transported thousands of years into the future.

Match dissolve

A match dissolve uses the same juxtaposition of images, but dissolves between the two. At the end of the shower scene in Psycho (Hitchcock, 1960), we see the victim’s blood running into the plughole, dissolving into the black pupil of her dead eye.

Jump-cut

A jump-cut is the result of breaking the 30° rule. This gives a scene an edgy, uneasy feeling, as though we haven’t seen everything. Its use startles the viewer, drawing attention to this action. This was a particular technique employed by Jean-Luc Godard, in Vivre sa vie (1962), when Nana, hearing a sound outside, gets up and, as the camera pans across the café, there is a series of jump-cuts edited to the sound and rhythm of machine-gun fire outside.

Freeze-frame

This is where a single frame is held on screen for a period of time. It can be used throughout a film as punctuation, for emphasis, or to hold an important image or character’s response in the viewer’s mind. If the film ends on a freeze-frame this may leave the film open to interpretation. A freeze-frame calls attention to the filmmaking process. Freeze-frames can be seen in the opening sequence of Trainspotting (Boyle, 1996). 

Time and space

Editing is used in the organisation of time and space, both within individual sequences and throughout the film, in order to create narrative coherence. It can be used in the following ways:


	★  Time may appear in a linear form, where the story starts and progresses forwards until its resolution, which is known as continuity of narrative.


	★  Near chronological order is when the film starts in the present day, and then goes back in time to the beginning of the story and continues forwards in one long flashback until the two points meet, when it can either end or continue on. This is often used to show a character at a moment of peril, joy or anguish, with the flashback used to show how they reached this point.


	
★  Discontinuity of narrative presents the story in a non-linear manner, which can be achieved in a number of ways.


	–  A film is reversed when it starts at the end narrative and works backwards to the beginning. This is complex narrative structure and is rarely used; key examples are Memento (Nolan, 2000) and Irréversible (Noé, 2002).


	–  Flashbacks can be used to temporarily disrupt the narrative by inserting a scene from the narrative past in an otherwise linear narrative or as the overarching structure. This structure is usually used to fill in the back-story of the characters.


	–  Flashforwards, which are also known as prolepsis, move the action from the present to the future. Flashforwards are used less often, and it may not be instantly apparent that we are being shown the future rather than the past. Arrival (Villeneuve, 2016) has a good example of the use of a flashforward.


	–  Dreams and fantasies are inserted in the narrative to offer insights into a character’s emotional status or to shed light on the past.









[image: ] Further information

Cinematic time and space

Films can go anywhere in time and space in a moment. Time may be compressed or expanded: sped up or slowed down; remain in the present or go forwards and backwards. Space may be shortened or stretched; moved nearer or further away; presented in a true or false perspective; or be completely remade into a setting that only exists in film time; space may be eliminated, created or presented in a manner that helps the audience comprehend. It may be real or imagined, enlarged or reduced.




[image: ] Image search
 Time and space

Search for the key edit in City of God where Rocket stands between the gang and the police and the flashback begins (around three minutes from the start of the film). Examine how this pivotal moment is constructed with a combination of editing and other elements of film form.



Near chronological narrative structure


City of God (Meirelles, 2002)


In the opening scene, an edit dissolve between the present and the past is on the two match-cut images of Rocket. Using him as the central point of the flashback indicates that the narrative is being told from his perspective. These two images also reinforce the colour palette of the past and the present. As the film progresses, the colours move from the gold of the past to the blue of the present. 

Speed of editing

The length of each shot, scene and sequence sets the tone of what is happening on screen. A shot may last for a few seconds, minutes or the entire film.


Scene: may consist of one shot or a series of shots depicting a continuous event.

Sequence: a series of scenes or shots complete in itself. A sequence may occur in a single setting or several settings, i.e. a car chase. Action should match in sequence, where it continues across several consecutive shots with straight cuts – so that it depicts the event in a continuous manner.



A sense of urgency can be manufactured by increasing the frequency of the editing, seeing the action from various shots/angles – perhaps every few frames/seconds in a fight scene, for instance. For a more relaxed mood, scenes can last longer with fewer shot changes, such as in a rom-com. If something is meant to be relaxing, then moving around it slowly, through occasional edits, gives the impression of wandering around in no hurry. Cutting rapidly backwards and forwards between different angles, from close-ups to long shots, all in rapid succession, reminds us of dashing about, with no time to lose, or adds to the chaos of a situation.

Scenes at the beginning of a film, where we are getting to know the characters and the story is unfolding, usually have a slower pace of editing. As the film progresses, this pace may quicken as we cut between storylines and characters.

Shot length

The average number of shots in a classic Hollywood film from the 1940s or 1950s would have been 150 shots. Today, there are about 1,300 individual shots in an average movie. An action movie may have more than twice as many, for instance Mad Max: Fury Road (Miller, 2015) has roughly 3,000 shots.
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Hitchcock edited on film and favoured long take set-ups (Vertigo, Hitchcock 1958)





One of the reasons for this change is the move to editing digitally using a non-linear editing (NLE) system, making it much easier for shorter shot lengths. Before their widespread use in the 1990s, film editors would literally cut and paste the film negative – not the original shooting negative but a cutting copy.


Non-linear editing (NLE): a digital form of editing and the standard for filmmakers today. Because it is digital, you never lose files, you can edit in any order, you can edit audio and video at the same time, and you can revert to previous versions. This means that you can be more experimental in the editing suite and return to an older version if needed.



Historically, each physical frame would have to be examined from the multiple re-takes, angles and shot types. Remember there are 24 frames for each second of screen time. That’s a lot of frames.

This is why you will find that, in general, films edited on film would have fewer edits/longer shots. The shot length creates the pace of the film.


[image: ] Case study: Speed of editing

Compare these sequences.

We Need to Talk About Kevin (Ramsay, 2011; 01:43:00–01:46:30)

The measured pace of the editing during the emotional conversation between Eva and Kevin is deliberately slow to mirror its importance and the length of time we have waited for this reunion. The scene builds slowly, through a series of shot/reverse shots culminating in a fleeting moment of intimacy as the two awkwardly embrace. This embrace is made all the more poignant because of the slow build-up to it. The editing mirrors the stillness of the cinematography, and the sparseness of the setting, costume and make-up that you can see in the image.
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City of God (Meirelles, 2002; 00:00:14–00:04:42)

The first 2’40” comprises fast edited cross-cutting between food being prepared, musicians and an escaped chicken being chased by a gang of youths with guns, led by Lil Ze. There are alternating short bursts of images comprising different shot types (ECU, CU, MCU and MS), and angles (high, low and eye-level from both humans and chickens) that are cut to the vibrant rhythms of Brazilian music. This creates a heady atmosphere of life in the favelas – a place full of energy and extremes. Out of all this confusion, the pace slows and, in the longest shot in this sequence (15”), we follow Rocket and his friend.

The scene then returns to the fast-paced cross-cutting, now between the chase and the boys, which suggests that danger and violence are just around the corner. As the two stories collide, to illustrate Lil Ze’s dominance, he is seen in slow-motion, literally taking up more screen time. The pace of the editing slows as the youths gather at one end of the road and the police at the other, with Rocket and the chicken caught in the middle. Rocket’s narration begins, the camera circles around Rocket, and we dissolve to a match-cut image of Rocket as a child.
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[image: ] Image search
 Quick cuts Shaun of the Dead (Wright, 2004) 00:04:04–00:04:23

Shaun gets up from the sofa and walks towards the door. A series of six quick-cuts (combined with frantic-zoom ECU cinematography) shows him getting ready for work. This 4” sequence is followed by a 10” shot of him adjusting his tie and talking to Pete. Then another sequence of six quick-cuts of breakfast preparation. These extreme quick-cuts are used for comic effect and form part of Edgar Wright’s aesthetic.



Experimental editing techniques

Montage editing and the Kuleshov effect

The Kuleshov effect is a film editing process, which has evolved into montage editing. The technique was named after the Soviet filmmaker Lev Kuleshov, who made short films in the 1910s and 1920s. He proposed that by putting or juxtaposing two images sequentially, the viewer would gain a greater understanding of the filmmaker’s intent than by a single shot.

His research about how viewers process images and make meaning gained from the images presented has been widely studied by psychologists. The research had a profound influence on Soviet film directors Sergei Eisenstein and Dziga Vertov, who, at the time, were moving away from conventional narrative editing towards a new national cinema founded on the principles of montage editing. They used montage editing to juxtapose images to create further meaning.

Sergei Eisenstein was at the forefront of a group of Soviet filmmakers who took Kuleshov’s research on film editing and employed it within a narrative feature film. His most widely studied montage sequence is ‘The Odessa Steps’ from Battleship Potemkin (Eisenstein, 1925). In this, the continual barrage of images cut quickly together brings about emotions of confusion and helplessness. The images presented sequentially are then paired: high angles with low; close-ups with long shots; small with large. Soon it becomes unclear if we are at the top of the steps or the bottom, as we witness the helplessness and disarray of the people contrasted with the power and uniformity of the army.

Dziga Vertov was a documentary filmmaker who had been making films since 1919. Man with a Movie Camera (Vertov, 1929) has approximately 1,775 separate shots – a new shot every few seconds. The film can be considered as part of a silent film genre known as city symphonies, in which a city is documented and celebrated through the poetic use of images and score.

Unlike continuity editing, montage editing draws attention to the editing process by the frequent cutting between images, which can comprise of different shot types and transitions. The technique of montage (although perhaps not the political ideology) has been incorporated into mainstream cinema and is usually used to demonstrate the passing of time.


[image: ] Image search
 ‘The Odessa Steps’ sequence

Search for ‘Battleship Potemkin Odessa Steps Sequence’ online. Watch the scene, then discuss with a partner how the editing makes meaning.



Continuous take

The continuous take is the antitheses of editing, but some filmmakers have deliberately not edited a scene, sequence or even an entire film.

The opening sequence of Touch of Evil (Welles, 1958) is an elaborate 330” take. Rope (Hitchcock, 1948) was conceived as one long continuous take, but as they were working on celluloid there were limits to the shot length, forcing Hitchcock to film ten shots of lengths varying from 4’37” to 10’06”, with the edits cleverly disguised.

With the arrival of digital filming, directors were no longer tied to the limits of a film camera magazine.

[image: ]

Rope (Hitchcock, 1948)






Sound



For a visual medium, it is surprising how important sound, particularly music, is to a film. In this section you will gain insights into the ways in which aural elements – speech, music and noise – and the absence of it are used in relation to visuals.

Most films have music comprising an original music score from a composer (non-diegetic) and/or existing/new songs (both diegetic and non-diegetic). Music is used to set the tone, further the character/story and enhance the filmmaker’s aesthetic. A music supervisor is responsible for bringing the two together. Sound and dialogue are recorded on location by a sound recordist, with further sound added during post-production by Foley and additional dialogue recording (ADR) artists. The sound designer/sound editor brings these components together. 


Diegetic and non-diegetic sound

There are two types of soundtrack:


	★  Diegetic sound is the vocal and ambient sound that the characters can hear: the sounds that emanate from within the world of the narrative. This can include sounds such as footsteps when a character is walking or music when a car radio is turned on. The sounds will be those from both the on- and off-screen spaces.


	★  Non-diegetic sound is the sound that does not come from the actual world of the narrative, including accompanying music (when no one on screen is actually seen playing or listening to music) and voice-overs.




Vocal and ambient sounds (diegetic)

The primary focus for the sound recordist on set or location would be to capture the actor’s dialogue and performance (vocal sound), which would be harder to reproduce later. The ambient sounds are recorded on location, but they are often added or enhanced in post-production.

A Foley artist focuses on the ambient sounds of objects (clinking teacups, etc.), the environment (weather, transport, etc.), human noises (footsteps, drumming fingers, etc.) and special sound effects (bones breaking, stabbing, strangling, etc.).

These sounds are usually pitched at a natural level. When a sound is exaggerated, such as a dripping tap, this is known as a pleonastic sound. The sound of the knife being sharpened in the opening sequence of City of God is pleonastic.

In an additional dialogue recording (ADR) session, actors reproduce missing vocal sounds such as the background artistes’ chatter, or those that later were deemed unsatisfactory such as a blood-curdling scream. Lead actors may have to carry out ADR work if the original recording is not of good enough quality, or changes in the edit require new lines of dialogue or an alternative delivery of a line.

Narration (non-diegetic)

Although a voice-over narration, such as Renton’s in Trainspotting (Boyle, 1996), is part of the actor’s performance, as it cannot be heard by the characters, this would be considered non-diegetic.

The narrator can be a character within the story, which would indicate that the story is being told from their perspective, or it can be delivered by an omnipresent narrator or storyteller in the ‘Once upon a time…’ tradition. Narrations can be used to draw the viewer into the world or to provide commentary on the action.


[image: ] Independent activity

Watch a trailer for four films you are studying from different countries and decades.


	●  How have they used diegetic and non-diegetic sound?


	●  Are there voice-overs? If so, how do these match the pace of the visual images used? 


	●  What kind of music is being used, if any?


	●  What kind of language is used to sell the film to the audience?


	●  What is the relationship between the editing of the trailer and the sound?




Watch them again with the sound muted.


	●  What are they key images used?


	●  What impact did any voice-over or music have?




Consider the following:


	●  Are these indicative of the genre?


	●  What are your expectations of these films from the trailers?


	●  Who is the target audience for these films?







[image: ] Stretch & challenge

Now have a go at storyboarding/writing or editing your own trailer for another film you are studying.

Things to consider:


	●  A summary of the main elements of the story.


	●  Who is starring in the film.


	●  A tag-line for the film.


	●  Use persuasive language that ‘sells’ the film; remember that a trailer is an advert for a film.


	●  The soundtrack and any music that you want to include.






Breaking the fourth wall (non-diegetic)

Breaking the fourth wall is when a character stops interacting with the narrative/other characters, turns to the camera and talks directly to the audience. The dialogue is then non-diegetic – not part of the narrative world.


[image: ] Independent activity

Watch Nerdwriter1’s short film on YouTube on how sound design enhances a scene: ‘See With Your Ears: Spielberg and Sound Design’. Now watch a short scene from one of the films you are studying and make a list of all the different uses of sound and how they reinforce the action.





Music

Music (diegetic and non-diegetic) helps to create further meaning for audiences. It can do this by:


	★  serving as the unseen narrative voice, pushing us towards the appropriate emotive response, whether it be fear, longing or pride


	★  highlighting the character’s psychological or emotional response to a situation


	★  creating a sense of continuity from one scene to the next (sound bridges)


	★  building tension and giving a sense of relief/finality.




Music also helps to indicate:


	★  the mood or personality of the character/scene


	★  period setting


	★  location


	★  a realistic setting.




There are three types of music:


	★  Background music (also called a film score, film music, incidental music) is written specifically for a film by one composer and used throughout the film.


	★  Found music is existing music such as pop songs or classical music/opera.


	★  Music and songs performed as part of the story.




Background music

A film score can bring all the visual elements together, and can help to add weight, meaning or power to an otherwise flat scene. Try watching a scene with the sound down and you will see how much of an impact music has in creating tension and atmosphere.

Non-diegetic background music is used to:


	★  define genres


	★  create mood


	★  establish setting


	★  develop character


	★  provide short cuts


	★  form part of the aesthetic style


	★  further plot


	★  enhance action


	★  offer in-jokes or knowingness.




Composers themselves disagree as to whether their work should be visible or invisible. You may not even notice that music is playing until it is gone. If it is noticeable, then this too is a form a manipulation.

The music can either enhance or reinforce the action on screen, mirroring the pace of the film created by the cinematography and editing, or it can work against such expectations, which is known as parallel and contrapuntal sound.

Background music has to work immediately; there is no time to develop the mood. Some composers use recurring themes to reference the character, location or idea. These are called leitmotifs. Probably the most recognisable leitmotif is just the two notes (F and F sharp) used to indicate the approach of the shark in Jaws (Spielberg, 1975).


Leitmotif: a reoccurring piece of music that represents characters, actions or themes.






[image: ] Further information

Silence

Strange as it may seem, the absence of sound and music is also a significant part of a soundtrack. A filmmaker may use the lack of sound in the same way as they use the freeze-frame to draw attention to something or signal a change in direction or mood.

Without the music cues to guide emotions, you are left in suspense, which creates a greater tension. Silence is therefore a significant part of the horror filmmaker’s use of sound, so much so that it has become a genre trope that a quiet passage will be followed by a loud noise. So, think about silence while you are studying the use of sound.




[image: ] Stretch & challenge

Search for Neil Brand on YouTube and on the BBC Radio 4’s The Film Programme and you will find a number of films/interviews with Brand analysing film scores. Watching and listening to these will give you a greater understanding of the importance of film music. Brand is also a silent film accompanist of international repute. If you are studying silent film do watch and listen to his work on that, too.




[image: ] Independent activity

Read Neil Brand’s article on film soundtracks, ‘The secret art of the film soundtrack’, on the Guardian website (September 2013).


	●  Consider the first and fourth paragraphs as you watch two films from different genres and decades that you are studying.


	●  Make a note of how music (both diegetic and non-diegetic) is used in two key sequences.


	●  Consider how the music makes you feel, and what further meaning is generated from the use of the music.






Found music

Even though this is called ‘found’ music, considerable thought will have gone into the choice of song and how it is used within a scene. If a song is going to be used to underscore a particular piece of action (e.g. walking down a road) or to accompany a fight scene, the rights to use this would have to be cleared before filming, as the performance and the editing would be timed to the music.

A song can be used diegetically, such as listening to a vinyl record or by turning on a radio. The whole song may be used or just an important lyrical phrase to either support or work against a character’s mood or action. Or it can be used non-diegetically – such as the ‘Eye of the Tiger’ montage training scene from  Rocky III (Stallone, 1982).

Performed music

There are two types of performed music:


	★  Musical numbers that are seen within or as part of the narrative (a busker or nightclub act), such as the family singing together in Captain Fantastic (Ross, 2016). These are realist uses of performed music and can be seen across a number of film genres.


	★  Musical numbers that are used to express heightened emotion, such as ‘Another Day of Sun’ in La La Land (Chazelle, 2016), are anti-realist and are usually only used in musicals.




Parallel and contrapuntal sounds

Filmgoers develop automatic responses to the combination of sounds and images. Filmmakers can either work with these expectations or against them; music is a primary tool in doing this.

Parallel sounds are sounds that go hand in hand with the images on screen: upbeat music for a comedy, sinister music for a thriller. They can also be used to mirror the life of the characters – the music in the opening sequence of Trainspotting sounds appropriate for the characters and setting. 

A contrapuntal sound is one that is in counterpoint to the action: the mood of the sound (often music) you are hearing does not match what you are seeing. For example, if we see children playing, but hear an ominous sound effect or sinister music score, this could be a cue that something bad is going to happen.

Songs offer opportunities to juxtapose sound and image. In A Clockwork Orange (Kubrick, 1971) and Goodfellas (Scorsese, 1990) scenes of great violence are played out to upbeat energetic music. The music works against what we are seeing. This could be used for humour or to emphasise the characters’ gleefulness and/or relaxed attitude to the violence they are perpetrating.

Synchronous and asynchronous sound

Synchronous sound is most commonly used. It simply means that the recorded sounds are exactly aligned to the image on screen, primarily so that the words the actors speak match their mouth movements.

Asynchronous sound is diegetic sound heard before the action that produces it is seen, or sound that continues after that action is no longer on screen. This term can also refer to intentional background sounds not directly related to the image on screen.


Synchronous sounds: contribute to the realism of film as the sounds heard match the actions on screen.

Asynchronous sounds: sound effects that are not matched with a visible source of the sound on screen.




[image: ] Independent activity

Watch a dialogue-free sequence in any film that relies on music to help convey the emotion. Now watch it again with no music, and then again with a different style of music. Note how this changes the mood and your interpretation of the scene.



Performance

Communication

In this section, you will gain an understanding of how performance is used to convey meaning and generate audience response.

Performance includes both individual and ensemble performances, with specific attention being paid to physical expression, vocal delivery, interaction between performers and the specificity of performance for the camera.

A film’s visual and aural aesthetic, generated through the cinematography, mise-en-scène, editing and sound, is reflected in the actors’ performances. How they are placed within the frame, how they move within it, and how they deliver their dialogue all add to the storytelling and look of a film.

A film’s genre, whether it is a Hollywood blockbuster or an independent (indie) film, and the director’s vision and working methods all impact on how the film is cast and what style of acting will be used.

Verbal and non-verbal communication

Figure, expression and movement

Film is a visual medium, and you can gain much meaning about what a character is thinking or feeling from these visual elements of performance. Figure, expression and movement all help to build your understanding of a character and their relationship with others. Specifically:


	★  Figure: If they are sitting still, what pose have they assumed? How do the other characters and ingredients of mise-en-scène relate to them?


	★  Expression: What thoughts or feelings does the actor’s performance project?


	★  Movement: How do the actors move through the frame? Consider their speed, gracefulness or even their complete lack of coordination.




Their appearance is also relevant: are they neat or dishevelled, young or old, healthy or ill?

These are all non-verbal communication elements of performance, which are often more powerful than verbal communication, the elements used to deliver dialogue. 

Body codes

Actors have a number of techniques at their disposal to help develop their character. These help to generate audience responses. Ten key communication methods (nine non-verbal and one verbal) have been identified in the following table, taken from Argyle, quoted in Fiske, 2010.









	
Body codes
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	 1  Direct bodily context





	
Are characters touching each other. If so, how? Combined with the positioning of characters this can reveal much about their relationship.
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	 2  The proximity of one character to another (or proxemics)





	
Are the characters close together or far apart? This could reveal how intimate (or not) these characters are and may change over the course of the film.
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	 3  The orientation of one to another





	
Are the characters turned towards or away from each other? This could reveal whether they are working together or what they feel about one another.
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	 4  General appearance





	
Are they fat, thin, tall, short? Are they well-dressed? How does their appearance compare with those around them?
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	 5  Head movements





	
How is the actor using their head to express emotion or suggest meaning? A slow side-to-side shake of the head could indicate sorrow, whereas a fast one disagreement.
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	 6  Facial expressions 





	
How are these being used to reveal emotions?
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	 7  Eye movement or contact





	
Does a character look directly into the eye of another, or do they look down or up? What does this convey? How long is the eye contact held? Does the actor blink frequently or not at all? What are they trying to achieve with the eye contact?
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	 8  Body posture/body language





	
Does the way the actor walks or holds themself suggest a particular emotion such as pain or anger? Can you tell whether a character is confident or timid from the way they enter a room or sit? Is their body posture open or closed?
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	 9  Gestures (kinesics)





	
How does the actor use their hands? Are they still or restless? Can you tell how pleased they are to see someone from their wave?
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	10 Aspects of speech (paralinguistic codes)





	
An actor uses a range of techniques (pace, pitch, stress, volume, pause, accents) to deliver lines of dialogue, which develops the character and generates responses.










[image: ] Stretch & challenge

Watch a scene from any film and consider how the ten body codes shown in the table above are used.



Communication and style

Aspects of speech

Delivering lines of dialogue draws on a range of verbal communication techniques such as:


	★  pitch


	★  stress


	★  tone


	★  volume


	★  accent


	★  pausing.




These dramatic aspects of performance help to bring the characters to life and express the required emotion and meaning.

In real life there are certain patterns of speaking that come naturally. People vary their volume and pace, they pause and stumble over words, sentences peter out or are interrupted. If a film is striving for realism in its performance, actors try to emulate this. Highly stylised films might require actors to fully enunciate all words, or deliver them in an exaggerated tone.

The choice of the delivery of speech ensures that a character is well defined, believable and complements the film’s overall aesthetic.


[image: ] Stretch & challenge

Read the screenplay for a particularly dramatic scene from a film you are studying. Then watch the sequence and note how the actors’ delivery of the written lines impacts upon how meaning is conveyed.



Pace or tempo

Pace, also known as tempo, is a basic principle of dialogue delivery. If what is being said is important, the pace is generally slower so the audience can take it in. This is essential at the beginning of a film as the audience is getting to know the setting, characters and direction of the story. Pace also gives an indication of the character: a fast-paced delivery suggests high energy or extremes of emotion. A slow pace suggests deep thoughts, indecision or loneliness. An even pace suggests control and self-confidence. 

Pitch

Pitch is the relative highness or lowness of the tone of a voice; men generally have a lower pitch than women. If a woman has a lower pitch, she could be read as being less feminine.

Stress

Stress is used to place emphasis on key words or phrases; this can be achieved by stretching a word out, pausing or delivering the word/line with a greater force.

Volume

Volume is used for emphasis and as an indication of the emotional energy of a character or their setting.

Pauses

Surprisingly, a key aspect of dialogue delivery is when to stop speaking.

Pauses are used for a number of reasons and each will add weight to the words being spoken. The most significant reasons are:


	★  end of a thought


	★  searching for the right word


	★  to take a breath


	★  for emphasis


	★  being distracted


	★  waiting for a response


	★  dawning realisation.




Pauses, combined with gestures or eye movements, develop the character at each stage of the narrative and create further meaning for the audience.

Too many pauses might indicate weakness or confusion. A speech punctuated by pausing can be choppy and hard to follow.

Making pauses too long draws attention to the technique and may make the audience aware they are watching actors deliver lines of dialogue. However, it can be used effectively in an emotionally challenging scene or where there is a power dynamic between the two characters.

Accents

Accents are the most noticeable element of dialogue delivery: the one that is commented upon, celebrated or derided. An accent can be geographically, historically and class appropriate. A British costume drama set in the early 20th century requires actors to speak in a different accent than a contemporary British film. Regional accents evoke different responses, and can be used as a short cut to a character and setting. If an actor is playing a different nationality then there is considerable research needed to ensure the accent is geographically and historically accurate.

However, not all filmmakers want their actors to speak with a geographical or historical accent. This decision is part of the aesthetic of the film.

Performance style

There are three styles of performance and the choice of style supports the aesthetic of the film and/or its genre/setting:


	★  Realism (subtle): independent; social realist; docu-drama


	★  Classicism (naturalistic): mainstream; Hollywood


	★  Formalism (overt/stylistic): art film; expressionistic.




Realist

This performance style should feel authentic; the actors’ technique is barely noticed, as they are being ‘themselves’. Filmmakers striving for realism seek actors that are natural on camera and may often employ non-professional actors (actors with no professional training) to achieve this. Our response to this style is to feel the authenticity of the performer and believe that this could be a real, recognisable world.

Improvisation and method acting techniques (see the following section) are often used in realist films.

Classical

This is the classic ‘Hollywood’ style of performance technique, which offers a surface believability. Here, characters are usually played by well-known actors who bring with them a certain set of social and moral values that audiences respond to.

Formalist

Formalist performances may be ‘over-the-top’, appearing arch or highly stylised. This style is rare, and films in this style would be considered ‘art house’ films. The rhythm and delivery of lines and/or movement are dictated by the filmmaker’s aesthetic.

Improvisation and method acting

The two acting styles that can be used to creative believable characters are improvisation and method acting.

Improvisation

Improvisation is seen as a tool of the director, and dictates the overriding performance style for all actors. Over a period of weeks, and in some cases even months, actors work with the director to develop their characters. The process allows the actor to inhabit that character and gain insights into what their life was like before the story being told. Doing this, they will learn how the character would respond in a certain situation. This process results in a loose script outline that actors can then develop further when in production. The cinematography for improvisation is often hand-held to allow the camera to follow the action, or a simple fixed shot capturing the scene as it unfolds.

Ad-libbing and improvising in the moment is encouraged by some filmmakers to provide a sense of authenticity and momentum.


[image: ] Independent activity


	●  Select two films you are studying and focus your analysis on one actor from each film.


	●  Research the actors’ training, career, approach to acting and how/why they were cast in the films.


	●  How did you respond to each performance? 


	●  Consider their performance in light of the various elements outlined in this chapter, particularly verbal and non-verbal communication and performance styles.


	
●  Compare your own response to the performances with the responses from:


	–  a UK film critic 


	–  a US film critic


	–  a blogger


	–  another student


	–  a friend or relative who is not/has not studied film (if possible).






	●  Did you respond to the performances in the same way? What responses did you share? How did you differ?







[image: ] Stretch & challenge

Check out Filmmaker IQ’s course on ‘The Origins of Acting and “The Method”’ on YouTube, which traces the origins of acting technique from early Greek theatre to the psychological approaches to performance of the 20th and 21st centuries.



Method acting

Method acting is seen as tool of the actor, although not all actors in the film may employ this method. Method acting developed from an earlier theatrical acting technique – the Stanislavski method – when an actor would explore the emotional inner life of the character to create a verbal and physically realist performance. This technique was brought to Hollywood in the 1950s by the Polish-born American actor and director Lee Strasberg, who developed it further, encouraging actors not to merely play the character but to become the character. The Strasberg method, or method acting as it become known, has been adopted by some of Hollywood’s most well-regarded actors including Al Pacino, Robert De Niro, Hilary Swank and Daniel Day-Lewis, and has been the vehicle for many iconic film performances. Today, a method actor would attempt to replicate the experiences of their character as much as they can prior to and during the production. Method actors may also go to extreme lengths of weight gain or weight loss for a role.




[image: ] Further information

Casting is a crucial part of the filmmaking process. Consider the impact of the casting decisions made for La La Land. The decision to cast Emma Stone and Ryan Gosling over initial choices Emma Watson and Miles Teller had a tremendous impact. Their history of working together provided on-screen chemistry but also played into the characters’ desperation, as they were slightly older and yet to achieve their dreams. Actors’ physicality, their performance style and their star persona all contribute to creating character, so finding the right fit is central to creating convincing and compelling characters.




[image: ] Case study: Improvisation and method acting in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (Forman, 1975)

Starring: Jack Nicholson (McMurphy), Will Sampson (Chief Bromden), William Redfield (Harding), Sydney Lassick (Cheswick), Christopher Lloyd (Taber), Brad Dourif (Billy Bibbit), Vincent Schiavelli (Fredrickson), Danny DeVito (Martini) and Louise Fletcher (Nurse Ratched).

For the method actor, having a disability or mental illness is a challenge, which, if done well, results in critical praise. To prepare for their roles, Jack Nicholson and his fellow co-stars spent time in an active psychiatric hospital. They attended group therapy with patients and watched electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) sessions. Many of the cast stayed in character between scenes, which is typical of a method actor. All of the actors who played patients lived in the Oregon State Hospital while in production. The cast also featured non-professional actors, including two central characters: Dr Dean Brooks, the superintendent of Oregon State Hospital, played Dr John Spivey, and Will Sampson, a citizen of the Muscogee Nation (a native North American tribe), made his acting debut as Chief Bromden.
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Taking notes during screenings is notoriously difficult. Here are some tips.


	1  Just write, leaving gaps that you can fill in later.


	2  Write in two columns: (A) a rough sequence of events (scenes, places, names, dialogue); (B) things of particular interest (camerawork, lighting, music, where you were moved – you can use emojis for this).




Look over your notes after the screening and check that you can read them. You might want to add to them or rewrite them.
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Written assignments


	1  Do not exceed the recommended length for each piece.


	2  Check that you have actually answered the question asked.


	3  Double-check how many films and/or elements you are being asked to write about. It’s all about the ‘and/or’!


	4  Make sure you proofread them thoroughly; don’t just rely on the spell check.


	5  Leave a day or two between completion and submission so you can re-read the assignment with a fresh pair of eyes.


	6  Make sure you meet the deadline.
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