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  About the Book

  Consider the book you are holding to be your own Film 101 course, a beginner’s course in “film appreciation,” or “film study” if you like.

  I assume you have already seen lots of movies, and know what types of motion pictures you favor over others. You know what actors you like or dislike. You may also know something about film directors, and eagerly await new releases from your favorites. In this sense, you are at a tremendous advantage over the art appreciation student, who may not have visited many galleries, or the music appreciation student, who may not know much about Viennese composers. And of course, your vast movie-going experience has informed you, at least intuitively, about plot—that is, how matters should wrap up and give your viewing experience a sense of being whole. You know when you’ve been cheated because the story ends implausibly or with a thud. When the story ends agreeably—not always “happily”—you leave the theatre (or eject the DVD from your player) with a sense of fulfillment.

  But if you were to enroll in an actual Film 101 course at a college or university, the chances are your professor would take you beyond mere plot, to matters such as framing, composition, lighting, and digital imaging. Certainly she would drop in a little film history and theory so you’d know how, why, and when certain techniques originated, and which filmmakers first tried them out. She’d want you to know how film editors work, and how they shape your response to a movie. There is a whole world of film sound she’d want to introduce you to—music, sound effects, mixing, and dubbing. And finally, meaning: your film professor will likely invite you to explore various kinds of meaning in the films she shows you. She might have you consider film as literature.

  But you will get as much from this book—analyses of images, cuts, sounds, and overall meaning. I explain why and show you how.

  MOVIES INTO FILM

  When you do allow your professor (or this book) to present motion pictures to you in these ways, a magic thing happens: you may turn movies into films. It’s a good thing we have these two words in our language. Movies are largely entertainments, gobbled down and forgotten like a cheap, drive-thru hamburger. Films, on the other hand, have potential to be works of art or literature. They have staying power. They continue to move us decade after decade.

  William Wyler’s The Best Years of Our Lives (1946) and Katherine Bigelow’s The Hurt Locker (2008) deliver truths about war. Best Years conveys truths about the end of WWII, when people didn’t know what to do with their lives. The Hurt Locker is about addiction to risk and danger, even death. Your typical movie presents life as we wish it to be—when people went back to work and family as usual after war or were totally unaffected by combat. Wyler and Bigelow knew better.

  We may disagree. What might be a film for me could be a movie to you. And vice versa. But if you take my invitation to get serious about photography, editing, and sound—as well as meaning—you may begin to perceive art, truth, and something close to real life in the motion pictures of your life, and thus enrich your film viewing experience. You might also enrich your life.

  TO THE INTERNET

  Just as a film professor would show you still images, clips, and entire films, I am going to take you to the Internet now and then to show you clips of significance. And I’ll suggest dozens of noteworthy films for you to watch.

  Since paper books do not, as you know, let you navigate the Internet, I can’t just drop them in this book.

  But I have a solution. It involves visiting the website SkyhorseSupplements.com, and following the link for the supplement to The Film Appreciation Book. As you read the book, you will note many suggested links. For example, here is a page from the chapter called “Composition”:

  OVERHEAD SHOTS

  These are shots taken from a camera placed directly over the subject. There is seldom a need for such shots in most films. But in Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo (1958) there is considerable need as James Stewart goes all queasy when he finds himself in high places. Below is a link to a scene that contains two cutaways meant to simulate Stewart’s condition of vertigo as he forces Kim Novak to climb rickety stairs in an old California historical landmark.

  Vertigo

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=je0NhvAQ6fM

  The “Vertigo effect,” as it is now famously known, was produced by simultaneously tracking out and zooming in, like ELSs set in deserts. There is little to obstruct panoramic views.

  The supplement contains the same links as those in the book. Read the book with a computer of some sort—laptop, tablet, smartphone—at your side and toggle from book to computer, then back to the book. Or wait until you finish a chapter and bring up all the links for that chapter one after the other.

  The trouble with links

  . . . is that in time some of the sites they take you to may disappear or become altered so much that they are of no use to us. Though I have tested and retested these links many times, expect 5 or 10 percent of my links to be inoperable by the time you read this book. If so, you can usually bring them up yourself with a quick search. For example, if you can’t reach the shower scene in Psycho with my link, try going to YouTube on your computer and searching “Psycho shower scene.”

  These changes will be updated regularly in the supplement.

  Some clips and trailers on YouTube have commercials you have to sit through. I can’t stop this. Fortunately these commercials are brief and often can be skipped before they finish.

  Redirect notices

  . . . look like this:

  “The previous page is sending you to felicelog.blogspot.com/2009/11/cold-mountain-2003-photo-gallery.html. If you do not want to visit that page, you can return to the previous page.”

  I HAVE . . .

  . . . taught film “appreciation” and filmmaking for thirty years in a California community college. I have reached students of all ages and walks of life—because community colleges have wider doors than any other level of higher education. They just do not exclude. I even had a blind student who did very well in the film study class with the help of her sighted daughter. Plus I had a nearly blind student in the filmmaking class who did a mostly black film with sound that suggested what it was like to be blind.

  . . . published five books about films. Go to Amazon and find my latest book, which I call Spiritual Films: The Secular Approach.

  . . . won awards in the United States and Europe for short dramatic films I have made.

  . . . served as a board member for eleven years for a nonprofit which brings foreign and American independent films to my town, Fresno. Visit www.fresnofilmworks.org.


  Shots


  CHAPTER 1

  Frame

  Think of five film frames: extreme long shot, long shot, medium shot, close-up, and extreme close-up. Each has specific uses in the language of film.

  EXTREME LONG SHOTS

  These provide a distant view of people and events. No one person is individualized, as in the shot linked below from the David Lean masterpiece Lawrence of Arabia.

  [image: image]

  Lawrence of Arabia

  Settings dominate in ELSs. The next photo shows you another desert in Mexico where a nanny has lost her way.

  [image: image]

  Babel

  The film is Babel (2006), directed by Alejandro González Iñárritu. Like all ELSs, the frame could have been tighter. It could have shown a look of desperation on the woman’s face. In fact, the film does this several times. But Iñárritu felt he needed more. He wanted to place the nanny very small and very lost-looking in the barren setting. An extreme long shot was the perfect frame for this.

  Below is a link to a famous extreme long shot. At this point in the story, director Victor Fleming had already shown you what Dorothy and her companions look like up close. Now he wanted to show you the fantastic Emerald City. The flowered hillocks are lovely, too. Again, in ELSs, setting, not characters, dominates.

  [image: image]

  The Wizard of Oz

  And another extreme long shot from The Pianist (2002). The lone figure is a Jew who has escaped from the ghetto in war-torn Warsaw. Director Roman Polanski wanted you to experience devastation, not the plight of the man.

  [image: image]

  The Pianist

  LONG SHOTS

  . . . show people in films from head to toe. You can make out their faces, their expressions. You can tell if they are happy, angry, afraid, or whatever. They show the setting plainly enough, but the setting is less important in long shots. People now loom as more important. Here is a long shot from the Martin Scorsese film Hugo (2011) showing a pair of young people in a train station.

  [image: image]

  Hugo

  And again from Lawrence of Arabia:

  [image: image]

  Lawrence of Arabia

  And finally a long shot from Walkabout (1971). The aborigine boy leads the two children. It’s important that we see him leading because much of the film has to do with what the boy has to teach the two inexperienced Anglo children alone in the arid Australian outback.

  [image: image]

  Walkabout

  The link below is from Clint Eastwood’s Letters from Iwo Jima (2006). It shows how the general in the center is clearly in charge. Everyone faces him at attention. The ocean in the background figures importantly in the story. From it Yanks will launch an invasion of the island.

  [image: image]

  Letters from Iwo Jima

  MEDIUM SHOTS

  These characteristically frame two people from the waist up. They usually stand or sit side by side. It’s implied that the people are dramatically equal—that is, for the moment, neither dominates.

  The first shot below is from the classic movie Casablanca (1942). We see four people all lined up. The second shot below is from Hotel Rwanda (2004). The man is trying to save Tutsis from the machetes of the rampaging Hutus. His wife fears for her family. No one is dominant in these two shots—thus the simple left-to-right composition. Finally, third shot is arguably one of the most famous medium shots in film history. It’s from the Oscar-laden production of On the Waterfront (1954). In it two brothers discuss what the man on the right, Marlon Brando, should do. He’s been hanging out with the sister of a dock worker he had unknowingly set up to be killed by the mob. His brother, Rod Steiger, is the mob’s lawyer. He’s trying to get Marlon to stop seeing Edie and take a cushy dock job somewhere else.

  [image: image]

  Casablanca

  [image: image]

  Hotel Rwanda

  [image: image]

  On the Waterfront

  Some medium shots do indicate dramatic superiority. The still below from Vier Minuten (Four Minutes in English, 2006), a German film, shows the main character in the foreground and her guard in the background. Placement strategy now is foreground-background. The guard has had just about enough from the impudent young woman, who is a virtuoso piano player. He’s also out of focus. Subjects in the background and subjects out of focus are almost always dramatically less important than foreground subjects in focus.

  [image: image]

  Vier Minuten

  Medium shots also show a bit of setting. In the image above, we can see stacks of books suggesting a library. (In fact, it’s a prison library.) The medium shot from On the Waterfront takes place in a cab. The shot from Hotel Rwanda looks like it takes place in a refugee camp.

  CLOSE-UPS

  . . . show emotion, intent, frame of mind. The frame shows only faces or heads and shoulders. Close-ups (CUs) often peer into the souls of characters. The close-ups below are from Schindler’s List (1993), the film about the change of mind of a Nazi war profiteer who stops his exploitation of Jewish slave labor in favor of saving as many Jews as he can from gas chambers. Here Liam Neeson, playing Schindler, looks confident scamming the officer in charge of the Warsaw Ghetto, a man named Goeth (below) played by Ralph Fiennes.

  [image: image]

  Schindler, in Schindler’s List

  [image: image]

  Goeth, in Schindler’s List

  Commonly, the film editor cuts back and forth between two close-ups, but that is a subject better left to my chapters on editing. The whole purpose of the CU is, as I have said, to single out, isolate. Schindler looks capable. Goeth looks next to evil. Long shots integrate—you have to take in a lot in a short period of time. CUs make you think of one thing at a time separate from other visual matters.

  CUs seldom show much of the setting. Setting recedes in importance. LSs and ELSs are the frames for showing settings. CUs mainly do faces.

  Here is a loose CU from Hustle & Flow (2005), a film about a pimp trying to make a hit rap song. We see the microphone plus an important gift one of his hookers gave him, a lava lamp. The actor is Terrance Howard.

  [image: image]

  Hustle & Flow

  Below is a tighter close-up of a little-known actor, Arnold Lucy, who plays a rabid, super-patriotic professor in the anti-war film All Quiet on the Western Front (1930). There is no room in the frame for anything but the face. The background is indistinct.

  [image: image]

  All Quiet on the Western Front

  EXTREME CLOSE-UP

  And finally, the extreme close-up. The most common subjects in a film to be rendered by ECUs are eyes, actually a single eye. When you fill a fifty-foot (or inch) screen with an eyeball, you mean to convey something extreme—madness or fear usually.

  [image: image]

  Psycho

  That’s Janet Leigh, who never completed her shower.

  Even with such minimal information, you can tell if the actor is sleepy, alarmed, or calm—maybe even dead.

  Films about piano players always have ECUs of fingers on keys. Often they are stand-in fingers, as actual actors seldom know how to play the piano. The ECU below is from Roman Polanski’s The Pianist (2002).

  [image: image]

  The Pianist

  PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

  One way to look at the process of filmmaking is to consider how the director orders a day’s worth of varied frames—long shots, close-ups, another close-up, a medium shot, then another long shot. When she wants to show, say, what a room looks like, she will do a long shot. When she wants to reveal what a character is thinking, she’ll instruct her camera crew to move the camera in closer and tightly frame an actor’s face. And so on. Each time the camera has to be moved is a setup. Particular setups may take an hour or longer. Props and backdrops have to be brought in. Lights and microphones placed. Camera positioned and loaded with film, and the appropriate lens attached. While all this is going on, the director is working with the talent. Then the shot. After that, retakes.

  Here are links to two clips quite different from each other. Both illustrate simple camera setups. The first is from the fifties classic Roman Holiday (1953) and is about a princess (Audrey Hepburn) taking in the street life of Rome. She finally ends up getting her hair cut. The scene was rendered mainly with a pair of medium shots and a couple of close-ups. Try to figure out why director William Wyler used the medium shots when he did and why he used the close-ups. Here is the link:

  Roman Holiday

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=Udhn4vCPZ7A

  The second clip is from the political thriller All the President’s Men of 1976. Bob Woodruff (Robert Redford) is a reporter with the Washington Post trying to get information about Watergate goings-on. He meets a reluctant informant known as Deep Throat (Hal Holbrook) in a dark parking garage. Director Alan J. Pakula put this scene together with great economy: an extreme long shot and two close-ups in a parking garage. Then, in Bernstein’s apartment, a few loose close-ups blending two medium shots. The link:

  All the President’s Men

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=NVNU5jkOwzU

  Doubtless both of these scenes required at least an entire day to set up, light, rehearse, and film. The clip from Roman Holiday also required a day of filming. All three scenes needed editing too.

  AN ALBUM OF FILM FRAMES

  George Stevens’s A Place in the Sun (1951)

  The couple has just met. Let’s put some distance between them. The pool table does the trick.

  [image: image]

  A Place in the Sun

  Alfred Hitchcock’s Notorious (1946)

  Normally, as I have said, the CU is reserved for one person. The exceptions are for scenes of intimacy.

  [image: image]

  Notorious

  Fred Zinnemann’s From Here to Eternity

  What kind of frame is this? Medium shot? Long shot? Moviegoers of 1953 had not seen much in the way of crashing waves to suggest passion. Burt Lancaster and Deborah Kerr in From Here to Eternity:

  [image: image]

  Robert Mulligan’sTo Kill a Mockingbird

  Centered medium shot of lawyer (Gregory Peck) and his client (Brock Peters) stretching to deep-focus long shot.

  [image: image]

  To Kill a Mockingbird

  Woody Allen’s Annie Hall (1977)

  Split screen: creative simultaneity. You can see (and hear) what is going on in Annie’s shrink’s office and in Alvy’s shrink’s office at the same time, instead of cutting back and forth. The frame from Annie Hall is not actually a true split screen, because it’s a set built to suggest two offices, to facilitate acting. Split screen technique goes back to Pillow Talk (1959) and The Thomas Crowne Affair (1968); maybe even more in more contemporary films: Mike Figgis’s Timecode (2000), Hans Canosa’s Conversations with Other Women (2005), Oliver Stone’s Wall Street (the second one, 2010). Split screens are demanding. They offer more to look at, more to take in and evaluate.

  [image: image]

  Annie Hall

  The Coen Brothers’ No Country for Old Men (2007)

  Extreme long shot taken from a rise to show the valley below. We become Josh Brolin, the man scanning the horizon. This is what I mean by the integrative nature of ELSs.

  [image: image]

  No Country for Old Men

  Deep-focus MS to LS from Alex Proyas’s I, Robot (2004)

  A good choice of frame and lens to show eerie mass production.

  [image: image]

  I, Robot

  
    TRY THIS:

    See a good film with a variety of settings. Pay attention to one scene, running just a minute or two. Make a list of the frames and try to determine the strategy of each. Why a close-up here? A medium shot there? What was the purpose behind the director’s calling for each of these frames?

  


  CHAPTER 2

  Composition

  Composition is the functional or artful placement of subjects in the film frame. As I indicated in the last chapter, basically there are only five frames: extreme close-up, close-up, medium shot, long shot, and extreme long shot. But there are countless ways of composing within these frames. Here are some common strategies.

  OVER-THE-SHOULDER

  Some approaches to composition are common and are used over and over in the motion picture world. For example, the image below is called an “over-the-shoulder” shot. This is a variation of the medium shot I discussed in the last chapter: instead of having actors sit or stand next to each other in a left-right strategy suggesting dramatic equality, one is filmed face on, the other is seen only as a shoulder and the back of a head. The person facing the camera gets the dramatic emphasis. The most obvious follow-up shot is for the director to reverse the compositional strategy so that we see the face, and the expressions, of the person the camera was behind, while the other person is composed with his back to the camera. This strategy alternates dramatic emphasis.

  Below is a link to a short clip from the movie Elysium (2013) about Matt Damon trying to date a nurse, filmed entirely with alternating over-the-shoulder shots.

  Elysium

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=RRT8S1owRYQ

  ANGLE

  Most photography, still or motion picture, is taken at eye level. Now and then though the film director wants to place the camera low to shoot up at the subject or higher as on a crane or other device for elevating the camera to shoot down at the subject. Each choice has meaning. Since eye-level shots are so common, no one thinks about them much. But high-angle shots nearly always mean someone is in trouble or in some way compromised.

  [image: image]

  Psycho

  You know the story. You probably know what’s going to happen to Martin Balsam for poking around.

  Low-angle shots nearly always make the subject seem larger than life, in command, even menacing. Below is a shot from the Brazilian film City of God (2002), about murderous gangs in Rio.

  [image: image]

  City of God

  Slight high-angle shot from Gravity (2013):

  [image: image]

  DUTCH ANGLE

  Here the camera is tilted to produce a world-out-of-kilter effect. In Sam Fuller’s Pickup on South Street (1953), pickpocket Richard Widmark confronts a hooker in a shack on the waterfront.

  [image: image]

  Pickup on South Street

  OVERHEAD SHOTS

  These are shots taken from a camera placed directly over the subject. There is seldom a need for such shots in most films. But in Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo (1958) there is considerable need as James Stewart goes all queasy when he finds himself in high places. Below is a link to a scene that contains two cutaways meant to simulate Stewart’s condition of vertigo as he forces Kim Novak to climb rickety stairs in an old California historical landmark.

  Vertigo

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=je0NhvAQ6fM

  The “Vertigo effect,” as it is now famously known, was produced by simultaneously tracking out and zooming in.

  COMPOSING WITH PROPS

  Often directors utilize props to add meaning to their compositions. The still below is from The Pawnbroker (1964), Sidney Lumet’s film about a bitter Holocaust survivor who has separated himself from the world with heavy fencing.

  [image: image]

  The Pawnbroker

  The shot I take you to below is from Gone with the Wind (1939). It shows Scarlett in her boudoir flanked by several mirrors so as to see her from several angles. Scarlett has several personas in the film—irresponsible before the war, a shrewd businesswoman after.

  [image: image]

  Gone with the Wind

  Who would think you could show distance between a teenage girl and her parents with a mere dining room table? I mean generational distance. This still from Sam Mendez’s American Beauty (1999) economically accomplishes this.

  [image: image]

  American Beauty

  Some props are more intrusive than others. You note the heavy fencing in the pawnshop and wonder what’s up. Why does a pawnshop need all that? Then it occurs to you that the prop master or the director had something else in mind beyond mere security. But the table in the Mendez film is pretty ordinary. You have to tune in to it. You glimpse that it’s a little large and people are seated formally. You think about the film as a whole. Yes, the girl is isolated. Why not use space and a prop to convey this?

  Here is another still from Hustle & Flow, during the early going when the pimp and his people are actually making the song. The prop is an ordinary fan. Director Craig Brewer had a good reason for placing it alongside Nola, the hooker, in effect making her and the prop equal. The fan gives Nola the chance to be something special, to participate. Nola can’t sing or make music, but she can turn a fan on and off—on when the group isn’t recording, off when it is. The setting is hot Memphis. At last Nola (Taryn Manning) has something meaningful to do. The scene gets to you for its simplicity and what the fan job means to Nola.

  [image: image]

  Hustle & Flow

  F.G./B.G.

  These terms stand for “foreground and background.” Directors and their cinematographers often compose in depth. When they do, they have a choice of keeping many planes in focus or throwing one plane out of focus, usually the background. Below is a deep-focus shot from Citizen Kane (1941). Such shots are usually taken with a wide-angle lens that not only keeps backgrounds in focus, but also tends to make backgrounds seem very far off.

  [image: image]

  Citizen Kane

  The young Orson Welles, who directed Citizen Kane, was playing a visual trick on viewers. The room you see is the living room of the Kanes’s mansion—but it is ridiculously large in order to suggest the emotional distance between Kane, barely seen in focus in the extreme background, and Susan, his wife, also in focus, in the foreground.

  In the frame below from The Best Years of Our Lives (1946), a soldier has just returned home from service in WWII. He greets his two children but wants to surprise his wife, in fairly sharp focus in the b.g.

  [image: image]

  The Best Years of Our Lives

  Gregg Toland shot The Best Years. He also shot Citizen Kane and was partial to deep-focus photography. Here is another shot from Citizen Kane in which Kane occupies the f.g., Leland (Joseph Cotten) the midground, and a third character, Bernstein (Everett Sloane) in the b.g.—all in focus.

  [image: image]

  Citizen Kane

  FUZZED-OUT BACKGROUNDS

  Here are two stills from movies that don’t try to keep f.g. and b.g. in focus, for good reasons. Both were shot with telephoto lenses. The first is from a film called Maria Full of Grace (2004), directed by Joshua Marston. You can’t make anything out in the b.g. The second is from Oliver Stone’s Platoon (1986). The b.g. is fuzzed out in this shot too.

  [image: image]

  Maria Full of Grace

  [image: image]

  Platoon

  Why would film directors fuzz out either f.g. or b.g.? In Maria Full of Grace the young woman is having a hard time; she’s a drug mule from Colombia and is frankly lonely in NYC. The fuzzy background is Marston’s way of showing her total self-absorption. NYC means nothing to her. In the shot from Platoon, Stone wants you to connect with the soldier’s anguish and nothing else, for the running time of the shot.

  OTHER APPROACHES TO COMPOSITION

  Sometimes narrative circumstances combine to call naturally for compositions that are soft, lyrical, and sometimes indistinct, beckoning interpretation. It depends on the story, the preferences of the director and her cinematographer. It might also depend on where we are, not only the setting but the moment. Here are three films with (at least occasional) soft composition.

  Many art films feature lyrical composition. Below is a still from House of Sand, a Brazilian film of 2005.

  [image: image]

  House of Sand

  [image: image]

  Surreal composition from Inception (2010)

  COLOR FIGURES

  Follow these links to see studies in brown and black from Days of Heaven (1978) at goo.gl/g1bA6v, and There Will be Blood (2007) at goo.gl/9tDJp3.

  HARD COMPOSITION

  . . . is dominated by hard surfaces, dark colors, sharp angles, an utter lack of lyricism, and mechanical contrivances usually looked over by men.

  This shot from The Big Combo (1955) is famous for its contrast:

  [image: image]

  Speeding motorcycles in THX 1138 (1971):

  [image: image]

  PERSPECTIVE

  Here is a deep-focus shot that emphasizes perspective, or the sense of distance. From the Wim Wenders masterpiece:

  [image: image]

  Wings of Desire (1987)

  That’s actually the old Berlin Wall on the left. Had Wenders used a longer lens (more telephoto), the sidewalk would not have converged so sharply, and the wall would seem just about as tall in the b.g. as in the f.g. But Wenders liked this wide-angle look.

  [image: image]

  Saving Private Ryan (1998):

  ARTFUL COMPOSITION

  Cinematographers are artists in their own right who often can’t resist composing for the sake of art. They go for innately appealing frames, if their directors will let them. Or the directors themselves have a strong artistic sense and order certain visual elements. It’s hard to know. What might be artful to me could be functional to someone else. Or the reverse. Anyway, I am taking the liberty of showing you a few shots I call intrinsically artful.

  Artful silhouetting of Kim Novak from Vertigo (1958):

  [image: image]

  Spoof on technology from Brazil (1985):

  [image: image]

  Child with sparklers in Beasts of the Southern Wild (2012):

  [image: image]

  DIAGONALS

  Visual artists are often partial to diagonal lines. Many believe they convey strength. Even pop films like Rocky (1976) benefit from artful diagonals. In the shot below, Rocky’s strength is enhanced not only by the low angle of the composition but also by the diagonal parallelism of the ropes and Rocky’s arm. Bam!

  [image: image]

  Rocky

  Here is a shot with strong diagonals from Akira Kurosawa’s The Seven Samurai (1954). It shows farmers lined up close-packed awaiting marauding bandits. The spears have an appealing lower-left to upper-right composition.

  [image: image]

  The Seven Samurai

  And here are Anthony Quinn and Lila Kedrova reclining diagonally in Zorba the Greek (1964):

  [image: image]

  Zorba the Greek

  SYMMETRY

  Below is a shot based on the compositional strategy of symmetry. It’s from a Chinese film called Raise the Red Lantern (1991), directed by Zhang Yimou.

  [image: image]

  Raise the Red Lantern

  Zhang had a good reason for composing some of his shots symmetrically. The film is about a concubine house with heavy, heavy rules. If you did not obey, you might be executed. The symmetrical shots suggest rigidity, formality.

  Below is a link to the most famous symmetrically composed shot in film history. It’s a clip actually, from a British film called The Third Man (1949). Carol Reed was the director. The zither music is authentic central European.

  The Third Man clip:

  www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_detailpage&v=N8Njr-jbj2s

  This trailer for The Third Man—in my view, one of the best films ever made—was put together by Michael Koepenick.

  The Third Man trailer:

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=1bTHnw2NUys

  
    TRY THIS:

    Watch any film you think will offer some interesting frame compositions. Look for functional composition, when the cameraperson got a lot of stuff in the shot. And look for what I’ve called artistic composition. Pause the film, study these shots.

  


  CHAPTER 3

  Movement

  Movies move. Images on the screen move. Actors move and cameras move. Movement was why movies got started back around 1895 in the first place. People had seen plenty of still photos. Nothing about them moved. Movement was a novel development in visual communication and ensured, finally, the success of the movie industry worldwide.

  PERSISTENCE OF VISION

  Human vision contributes to the experience of taking in a movie. A phenomenon known as persistence of vision, which all humans are endowed with, produces a brief after-image. You know this best as a lingering bright light you see for a split second after a flash photo of you is taken. Though each movie frame is slightly different from the one before, the eyes (and the brain) carry the action over and create in you the illusion of smooth motion. If Martians lacked persistence of vision and tried to watch an Earth movie, they would see only a jittery, annoying succession of still images, and not “movies.”

  Movies move in many ways. Here are some common movements of subjects:

  [image: image]   Toward a stationary camera and past it

  [image: image]   Toward a moving camera which keeps pace with the subject

  [image: image]   Away from a stationary camera; subject appears smaller

  [image: image]   Away from a camera that follows, laterally or frontally; subject does not change in size

  [image: image]   Lateral to the camera, the camera either panning from a tripod or following the subject from side to side on a wheeled device

  [image: image]   Minor movement—lifting a cup of coffee, turning a head, the camera sometimes following

  [image: image]   Random movement—two boxers in a ring

  And here are some ways the camera moves:

  [image: image]   Tracking shots. The camera is mounted on a device that has wheels and moves on tracks. Just about every film made today uses dozens of dolly shots.

  [image: image]   Handheld shots. An experienced camera operator walks around with a lightweight camera. If absolute smoothness is desired, the operator uses a device called a Steadicam, which incorporates a gyroscope so the operator can walk with the camera and get footage that looks as silky as tracking shots. Steadicam shots are employed when terrain or architecture does not allow for laying dolly tracks. Sometimes, though, smoothness is not desired, so the operator just hoists the camera onto his shoulder and shoots, maybe even jerking the camera a little.

  [image: image]   Crane shots. The camera is mounted on an actual crane or “movie bird.” Crane shots are very dramatic. They might start at eye level, then sweep up over houses and trees. Films often begin or end with crane shots.

  [image: image]   Pans and tilts. The camera is mounted on a rigid device, such as a tripod, and the operator rotates the camera left to right or tilts it up and down.

  [image: image]   Zooming shots. These optical effects enlarge or reduce the subject and they do it gradually. Zooming in narrows background; zooming out widens it.

  AN ALBUM OF FILM MOVEMENT

  Boxing as dance

  From City Lights (1931). (Actually this fight does turn into a kind of ballet.)

  City Lights

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Qsd6FX3C0c

  Stealthy movement away from camera

  . . . and right into the fog of war. From:

  [image: image]

  Jarhead (2007)

  Incredible Arctic running

  From The Fast Runner (2001). This film was made entirely by Inuits—cast and crew. It features a ten-minute chase during which a despised man flees other Inuits who want to kill him. The chase crosses a snowy, slushy Arctic landscape. The pursued man is naked, and his ding dong swings about. YouTube used to show the entire sequence, but it must have gotten a lot of complaints because it now makes you verify your age and jump through other hoops. I did happen to find a two-minute version of the running on YouTube, which you may access with the link below. I don’t know why YouTube feels that a two-minute version of a swinging ding dong is acceptable but a 10-minute version is not.

  The Fast Runner

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=u30kkn3FUHo

  Also, I don’t know how Inuit director Zacharias Kunuk managed to shoot this sequence out in the cold Arctic. I don’t know how actor Natar Ungalaaq ran naked in the Arctic winter for a day or two during filming.

  Fatal shower

  From Psycho (1960). Not much movement. Just some slashes. Want to see it? No, you don’t. Yes, you do.

  Psycho

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=8VP5jEAP3K4

  Compelling trailer of running

  From Run Lola Run (1998). In this German film, Lola runs to save her man from the German mob. Director Tom Tykwer and editor Mathilde Bonnefoy play with the old Einsteinium concept of space-time collisions, some of which you can see in the trailer linked below:

  Run Lola Run

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=3ea0mG4ahRk

  Spiritual dancing

  From Zorba the Greek (1964). Old man Zorba’s scheme to harvest trees has turned out to be a colossal failure. What does Zorba do? He teaches young Basil how to get past adversity by dancing.

  Zorba the Greek

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=2AzpHvLWFUM

  TRAINING YOURSELF TO SEE MOVEMENT

  We have seen so many films with movement of either camera or subject we are inured to the technique. We don’t follow movement with an aesthetic eye. And yet movement can be beautiful; its own art form, well worth noting. Movement provides ever-changing frames, fresh compositions. It’s fine just to follow story, but it’s also satisfying to follow the thinking of the director for ordering pans, tilts, tracking shots, zooms. Yes, you have to do several things at the same time—follow story, listen to dialogue, train one ear on music, the other on sound effects. You do many things in life at the same time. Like driving a car. Cooking. Multitasking. You do these things at the same time. You can also watch a film on many levels—story, photography, movement.

  Here are some clips I would like you to follow just for the interplay of moving camera and subject. Try to read the mind of the director in ordering these kinesthetic shots.

  Rebel Without a Cause (1955)

  Stars James Dean and Natalie Wood. The clip you can link to below shows a “chickie run” involving diving out of your car before . . . you’ll see.

  Rebel Without a Cause

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=LGUYsuYudVA

  Bullitt (1968)

  This is the classic troubled-cop film from the sixties. It features the granddaddy of all wild car chases—one of them, anyway. The star is Steve McQueen.

  Bullitt

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=2wD64vlMxLA

  Spider-Man 3 (2002)

  This is my favorite pop film for motion. I can’t get enough of Toby swinging through the canyons of the city.

  Spider-Man 3

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=PCmMLfXdURs

  Ironman 3 (2013)

  Second for second, there is always much more action in trailers about superheroes than in other kinds of films—or even in features about superheroes.

  Ironman 3

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ke1Y3P9D0Bc

  THE LONG TAKE

  Orson Welles probably started it as a self-conscious endeavor with his Touch of Evil (1958), a nasty crime film set on the US–Mexico border. It’s the first shot of the film and runs three and a half minutes. The camera doesn’t just sit inertly on actors; it goes all over the place and so do the actors. The camera moves constantly—high on a crane, then down to earth and across a street near the border, then tracks along following Charlton Heston and Janet Leigh on a sidewalk in search of ice cream.

  What was so notable about a shot that runs three and a half minutes? Movie takes in 1958 (and up to the present) usually ran no longer than thirty seconds and almost always were cut up and alternated with other shots. The average clip, before and after Touch of Evil, ran no longer than six seconds. Welles didn’t want to cut into his long-take shot. He wanted to show the world how he could engineer grace into the moves of camera and subjects. That was the challenge: pull off a long take with lots of movement without seeming arty or pretentious. Since Touch of Evil, other notable directors have opened their films, or have included somewhere along the way long-take, uncut, moving-camera and moving-subject shots, among them Robert Altman, Martin Scorsese, and Brian De Palma.

  The long take has become a kind of in-joke among knowing directors, film professors and critics, and savvy viewers. If you are such a person you might watch a film with a less sophisticated friend and exclaim, “Did you see that? It was all one take!” He might go, “Shut up.” Still, you will want to press “<<” and see the shot again, if your friend lets you.

  For my money, no other type of motion picture photography has the potential to be so artistic as the long take. It’s a special art form. Remember Ricky Fitts in American Beauty (1999), the young man who was fond of filming plastic bags fluttering in the breeze? We might call him an artist of abstract motion. In the film he says, “Sometimes there’s so much beauty in the world I feel like I can’t take it, like my heart’s going to cave in.”

  Filmmakers like Orson Welles weren’t after abstraction, but you can get into pure abstract motion by blocking story from your mind for a time and instead tuning into things that move. Here is a link to Steven Spielberg’s first film, called Duel (1971). Dennis Weaver has just been threatened by a mysterious truck. The camera follows him into a restroom and then out again.

  Duel

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=9TaWiq_-2Dc

  Then go to—you knew this was coming:

  Touch of Evil

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yg8MqjoFvy4

  . . . for the mother of all long takes, the one I mentioned that opens Touch of Evil.

  Finally, go to:

  The Player

  www.criticalcommons.org/Members/brettservice/clips/player_clip.mov/view

  . . . for Robert Altman’s spoof of the Welles long-take shot in The Player. One character even mentions Touch of Evil.

  I’d also like you to see the spiritual long take in a German film called Wings of Desire (1987). It’s about angels who have descended to earth to help mortals who are troubled. They are unseen, except by other angels. The scene linked below takes place on a subway car. The camera sweeps by the passengers and catches snatches of their desperate thoughts.

  Wings of Desire

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=2izlo8UX_PA

  Amazing tree fight

  One of the most poetic examples of cinematic movement is found in Ang Lee’s Hidden Tiger, Crouching Dragon. The film appeared in the year 2000 and has been widely imitated.

  Hidden Tiger, Crouching Dragon

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=OQw5s2oiqk0

  
    TRY THIS:

    Watch movies for movement. You will seldom see a film that is devoid of movement. Even films about people sitting around living rooms have some movement about them. Study this movement. Does it seem random? Is it all in one direction, toward one character, rehearsed? Now squint. Do not see people, hands, bodies, but only abstract movement. Follow the beauty of abstract movement shorn of recognizable body parts or objects.

  


  CHAPTER 4

  Lighting

  All film needs light. You can’t shoot on a stormy night in a farmhouse without power. You can’t a take a shot of two people in a car at night without some kind of simulated dashboard light, bright enough to see faces. Viewers have to see what is going on even if it isn’t clear where the source of light is coming from.

  There are many ways to light a scene. Big-budget films have entire lighting crews headed up by the director of photography (DP or cinematographer) and his assorted technicians and grips. One of the pleasures of movie watching is to study the lighting—its strategy, its purpose. From what direction does the light come? Is it sharp? Intense? Diffuse?

  THE SUN

  The most fundamental source of light for many kinds of photography is the sun. It doesn’t demand a crew to utilize it. It’s up there shining away for half of the day. About all you have to do is pay attention to its position. You get different photographic effects by shooting away from the sun or toward it, or if the sun is low or high in the sky.

  Here is a shot from the famous indie film Easy Rider (1969). The sun was the sole source of light for this bit of action. (Note: only one shadow.) It is located to the left of the frame at approximately right angles to the subjects, Dennis Hopper and Peter Fonda. (Jack Nicholson too is seen behind Fonda.) László Kovács shot the film. To maximize the sun, Kovács had a few decisions to make, like what time of the day to shoot and in what direction the trio would be riding. Even outlaw films like Easy Rider require some thinking through.

  [image: image]

  Easy Rider

  LIGHT REFLECTORS

  Obviously Kovács could do nothing to control the light of the sun. An assistant could not run along beside the motorcycles with a reflector. But most outdoor shoots do employ a number of reflectors and other devices for controlling the sunlight. Do a Google search for “light reflectors for photography” to see a variety.

  SHOOTING TOWARD THE SUN

  . . . may produce some interesting shadows and darkened faces all the way to silhouettes. Here is a shot in which the camera was turned toward the sun. From the Macedonian-British film called Before the Rain (1994):

  [image: image]

  The shadows point to the sun in Before the Rain.

  THE MAGIC HOUR

  Cinematographers often like to shoot during what they call “the magic hour,” that brief period just after the sun goes down but before it gets dark (or just before dawn). Footage taken during the magic hour is often moody or aesthetic. These links lead to magic-hour photography taken by professional photographers: i1.trekearth.com/photos/30373/magic_hourjpg and shadowness.com/JoseMelim/magic-hour.

  Next, a shot from the low-budget film Sleepwalking (2008), shot on an overcast day. Director: Bill Maher; DP: Juan Ruiz Anchia.

  [image: image]

  Sleepwalking

  SHOOTING WITH CANDLES

  With the availability of more sensitive lenses and film stock, a few filmmakers have started shooting with only candlelight—no artificial light at all. Below is a link to Stanley Kubrick’s Barry Lyndon (1975) in which two men talk at a table set with lots of candles. This scene is then analyzed by a pair of cinematographers.

  Videomaker

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=l1g-FDmbXs0

  THREE-POINT LIGHTING

  When photographers, still or moving-image, elect to use artificial lighting, they often start with faces. They start with portrait photography. They don’t just throw light flat on a face. They model the face to give it depth, three-dimensionality. They do this with three kinds of lights:

  1.   The key light

  2.   The fill light

  3.   The backlight

  The key light provides the brightest illumination while the fill light fills in areas that could go too dark for the mood the film’s director or the director of photography is after. The backlight has several functions, the most important of which is to illuminate the backdrop. It might also shine light atop the actors or rim light them.

  Here is an example of the interplay of these three kinds of lights in a medium shot from The Ghost Writer (2010). All three lights were placed out of frame. The key light is located to the right. Notice how it brightly illuminates the left sides of Kim Cattrall’s and Ewan McGregor’s faces. The fill light comes from the left and forward and provides enough light, though less than the key, to keep Kim’s arm and the right side of both actors’ faces from going too dark. The back light keeps the backdrop from going dark, though it is out of focus. The result is lighting in depth. Kim’s arm is modeled fetchingly round, not flat. This film was lit and shot by Pawel Edelman.

  [image: image]

  The Ghost Writer

  Here is a three-point shot from Stand by Me (1986):

  [image: image]

  Stand by Me

  This time the key light has been placed off-camera left. It is the brightest light and illuminates the right side of the boys’ faces. Exposure was set for the key. To keep the other side of the boys’ faces from going too dark, less intense fill light was brought in and positioned off-camera right. The cinematographer may not have used much in the way of backlight as the backdrop is so dark. This creates a sinister effect. Stand by Me was shot by Thomas Del Ruth.

  [image: image]

  Three-point lighting schematic

  LIGHTING A SCENE

  This link will show you a scene lit by two lights and a reflector, set up by video recording studio Milwaukee: goo.gl/UERqtk.

  The Internet yields hundreds of images like this with all manner of lighting. Search “lighting for film.”

  AN ALBUM OF LIGHTING STRATEGIES

  Venetian-blind light. Fancy, fancy. From The Conformist (1970). You see lots of Venetian-blind lighting in films, for example, Chinatown (1974), but none that I know of in which actors are costumed in stripes. DP Vitorrio Storaro and costume designer Gitt Magrini apparently worked pretty well together.
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