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to shoot it. The distinction here is between what
is put in front of the camera and how the cam-
era itself is used to record and manipulate the
scene being shot. Film scholars have adopted the
French theatrical term mise-en-scéne to describe
the director’s control of the lighting, sets, loca-
tions, props, makeup, costumes, and blocking,!
This concept is useful in defining more clearly
the role of cinemartography.

The director can make decisions about the
mise-en-scéne while undertaking planning
or during the shooting phase (the last-minute
blocking of the actors or adjustment of the
lights) but before the camera comes into play.
In effect, the mise-en-scéne is what is visible
through the viewfinder before shooting—the
way the scene is staged for the camera. Once the
director decides on the mise-en-scéne, attention
moves to how best to capture it with the cam-
era. At this point the director and cinematogra-
pher must make a number of choices about
composition.

Q director must decide not only what to shoot but how

Shot Determination

Interpreting the mise-en-scéne involves deter-
mining how much of that scene to include
within the shot. One of the special powers of the
camera is its capacity to force the audience to see
what the director wants the audience to see. This
situation is quite different from real life or from
a stage play, where the observer is free to choose
the point on which to concentrate. Ata play, part
of the audience may be watching the French
maid; the rest may be watching the English but-
ler. When a camera is used to interpret that
scene, the viewer can virtually be forced to see a
single area of the scene, such as the maid’s eyes.
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Of course, the director may also use elements
of the mise-en-scéne to direct the audience’s at-
tention, whether in a movie, at a stage play, or
even in real life. The lighting, blocking, cos-
tumes, makeup, set design, and dialogue all di-
rect the viewer's eye. But-the camera directs the
audience’s attention in a more obvious and pow-
erful manner.

The Basic Shots

Selecting what is to be seen in-the frame is one
way the camera can be used to direct attention.
This capacity distinguishes a film from a play,

- where the frame is the entire proscenium arch.

In the theater you buy the frame through which
you are going to see the play when you pay for
your seat. The cheaper the seats, the longer your
“shot” of the stage. Shots are constantly chang-
ing in 2 motion picture. You see a variety of long
shots (LS), medium shots (MS), and close-ups
(CU). Defining these terms is not always easy,
but generally a close-up isolates the subject from
the surroundings, a medium shot includes the
subject but also some of the surroundings, and a
long shot emphasizes the surroundings and the
subject’s place in relation to them (see Figure
4.1) However, to some extent these terms are
relative to each other. The medium shot in Fig-
ure 4.1 might serve as a long shot in another cir-
cumstance. For example, used as a long shot, it
could be followed by 2 medium shot of the
man’s head and chest and a close-up of his face.
Perhaps the simplest way to describe different
shots is in terms of a spectrum, with an extreme
long shot as the widest shot and an extreme
close-up as the nearest shot. All other shots are
spread somewhere between the two extremes.
Another common way to describe a compo-
sition is according to the number of people in
the shot; for example, a two-shot has two peo-
ple, and a three-shot has three people. Terms
such as head shot, head-and-shoulders shot, and
Jull shot are fairly self-descriptive, but none
of these terms is exact. (Figure 4.2 shows some
standard shots.) Given that there are many
ways to describe a composition and that your
medium shot may be somewhat different from
what your friend means by a medium shot, the




real translation often lies in the camera
viewfinder. The director can look through the
viewfinder (or at the video assist) and say,
143 k) »
That’s what I want.

Subjective Shots

Another type of composition injects a subjective
element into the composition. A shot in which
the lens of the camera becomes, in effect, the eye
of a character in the film is called a point-of-
view (POV) shot. We are all familiar with a
novel that is narrated by a character such as the
hard-boiled detective. Narration from the view-
point of a character within the story is more dif-
ficult in film and video. Nothing within the shot
iself tells you that this is what James Bond sees.
But a close-up of Bond’s eyes (and a slight
widening of the pupils) can be followed by a
POV shot that approximates the height, angle,
and direction of Bond’s gaze.

Sustaining this for an entire film, however,
greatly reduces a director’s storytelling flexibility
and can be almost silly. Robert Montgomery’s
film The Lady in the Lake (1946) tried, and not
very successfully, to create a visual equivalent of
first-person narration (like the hard-boiled de-
tective novel on which it was based) by using
POV shots for the entire picture. We see the de-
tective’s hands reaching into drawers or his pipe
poking into the shot as if the camera were lo-
cated precisely at eye level and the pipe were in
our (his) mouth at the bottom of the frame. The
derective in The Lady in the Lake s seen only oc-
casionally, in a mirror or window reflection.
Most filmmaking uses POV shots far more spat-
ingly (see Figure 4.3).

The over-the-shoulder (OS) shot (see Figure
4.4) is also executed from a particular position.
This shot literally looks over the shoulder of one
character toward another character or object. An
OS shot is a typical way of shooting two people
talking. For example, a man might be seen from
over a woman’s shoulder. A reverse angle shot
would then show the woman from over the
shoulder of the man. Over-the-shoulder shots
have a subjective element. We are seeing from
approximately the same angle as the character
whose shoulder we are looking across.
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Figure 4.1
(a) A long shot, (b) @ medium shot, and (¢) a close-up.
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Figure 4.2

Other common shot
descriptions: (a) a two-
shot; (b) a_full shot;

(c) a head-and-
shoulders shot; and

(d) an extreme close-up,
sometimes called a
choker close-up. (Photos
(a), (b), and (c) from
Len Richmond’s Mer-
chants of Venus, cour-
tesy of Amazing Movies,
Dianna Ippolito,
photographer)
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Lens Selection

Another aspect of composition concerns the
choice of lens or the setting of the variable
focal length zoom lens (see Chaprer 3). This
choice can determine how something appears
in terms of physical and psychological distance.
It can also direct attention by selecting what
will and will not be in focus. As more and more
shooting moves our of the studio and into the
environment, the manipulation of lenses be-
comes quite important. In the real world,
things are often more crowded and cramped
than they are on a sound stage, so the lenses

Amazing Mavies

Amazing Movies

need to be used to convey distances that may
not actually exist.

Focal Length Characteristics

The normal lens, so called because it shows
things much as the viewer’s eyes see them, might
be the least manipulative and most realistic of
the various lenses. It introduces the least distor-
tion into the scene. ,

The telephoto lens (or long lens) tends to
compress the perceived distances berween the
foreground and background within the shot. A
television commercial in which the auto execu-

Amazing Movies




tives demonstrate their faith in the brakes of their
company’s luxury sedan actually demonstrates
their faith in the power of an extreme telephoto
lens. This lens makes the car that is screeching to
a halt near their legs seem much closer than it re-
ally is. In general, the long or telephoto lens may
be the most obvious lens in the sense of calling
attention to itself. It can draw the viewer into the
scene, creating intimacy and involvement. An
extreme telephoto lens can so distort perspective
relationships that the result is an almost surreal,
dreamlike quality. This lens can also give a
voyeuristic feeling, almost as if the spectator is
cavesdropping on the scene. Mississippi Burning
was shot largely with a telephoto lens to give a
closed-in feeling that evoked racial tension.

On the other hand, an extreme wide-angle
lens (or short lens) calls attention to itself by
distorting the image, albeit in the opposite way.
It can create a feeling of size and scope by giving
a wide horizontal field of view. This characteris-
tic can be used to delineate relationships be-
tween characters in a film. Orson Welles's classic
film Citizen Kane is noted for its extensive use
of extreme wide-angle lenses to emphasize the
physical and psychological distance between its
characters (see Figure 4.5).

The object is to choose the focal length that
fits the sense- of the scene you are shooting.
What kind of relationships do you want to em-
phasize through size, distance, and perspective?
Do you want to distort or call attenrtion to the
way the mise-en-scéne is being manipulated?

Depth of Field

By manipulating the depth of field, the director
has yet another way to direct the spectator’s at-
tention within the frame (see Figure 4.6). A large
depth of field allows the viewer’s eyes to roam
throughout every plane of action, all of which
will be in focus. Some directors, like Orson
Welles and Jean Renoir, are noted for using deep
focus in their films. This technique can be more
realistic because it approximates the way we see,
It also allows the viewer to seek out an area of in-
terest in a composition with many layers.

A shallow depth of field (or shallow focus)
isolates a subject in one plane and throws all
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Figure 4.3

A point-of-view shot of a person framing a picture for a film shot. (Photo courtesy of

Dark Lantern Pictures, www.dreamersthemovie.com)

Figure 4.4

An over-the-shoulder shot. (Photo courtesy of Darl Lantern Pictures, www.dreamers-
themovie.com)

other planes out of focus. In the heyday of Hol-
lywood studio production, a shallow depth of
field was often used to isolate the studio’s major
star from any visual distractions in the fore-
ground or background. Using a shallow depth
of field also makes it possible to shift the point
of focus during the shot. This technique, as it is
seen on the screen, is known as rack focus. It is
the result of pulling focus (that is, changing
focus) during the shot (see Figure 4.7). For ex-
ample, a shot might begin with the star in sharp
focus in the foreground, but as the focus is
shifted, the star blurs out of focus while a char-
acter in the background comes into sharp relief,
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Camera Angle

The angle of the shot can also affect composition.
A camera can be placed above or below the scene,
creating a high-angle shot or a low-angle shot.
The standard (or conventional) meaning attached
to these shots deals with the relative dominance
of different viewing angles. A shot looking down
usually diminishes or weakens the subject (or
character), whereas a shot looking up tends to ac-
centuate the power or dominance of the subject.
In Orson Welles’s Touch of Evil the corrupt and
corpulent border police officer, played by Welles
himself, is consistently shot from extreme low an-
gles, making him grotesquely sinister and power-

Photofest

Figure 4.5 ful at the same time.
In this breakfast scene from Citizen Kane, the husband and wife are made to look fur- - These are examples of extreme angles, how-
ther apart than they are to emphasize alienation. (Photo from Photofest) ever. The normal camera angle in narrative

Figure 4.6

(a) A shallow depth of
field from Dreamers
and (b) a deep or large
Sield in Jean Renoir’s
Rules of the Game.
(Photo (a) courtesy of
Dark Lantern Pictures,
www.dreamersthemovie.
com; photo (b) from
Janus Films)

Dark Lantem Pictures, www.dreamersthemovie.com

Figure 4.7

(a) The man in the fore-
ground is in focus.
Pulling focus (b) brings
the man in the back-
ground into focus and
throws the man in the
Joreground out of focus.
(Photo courtesy of Video
Producer: A Video Pro-
duction Lah by Herbert
Zettl and Cooperative
Media Group, published
by Wadsworth)

Video Praducer
Video Producer
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motion pictures is chest high, not eye high, a
practice that does not match the viewer’s every-
day visual experience (unless the viewer is very
short). This angle does match the viewer's expe-
rience of watching motion pictures—a chest-
high camera angle is the norm, the conventional
angle for shooting “larger-than-life” film stars.
Consequently, eye-height angles (as in shoulder-
mounted camera work) look like high angles
even though they are totally realistic in terms of
our normal viewing experience. A Steadicam
(see Chapter 3) allows stable, handheld, mobile
shooting at angles lower than eye height.

The framing of a shot may also be manipu-
lated by the degree to which the framing is level
with the horizon. A canted shot, or tilted shot,
is unusual and disorienting and can be unset-
tling to the viewer. A POV shot that suggests
someone is drunk or drugged frequently uses
this composition, but it is wrong to suggest that
a canted frame always means something is
askew or out of kilter. The meaning of a canted
frame, or for that matter a high-angle or low-
angle shot, is derived from the context of the
film, not from some dictionary of camera aes-
thetics. (The photos in Figure 4.8 illustrate dif-
ferent camera angles.)

Approaches o Image Capturing

Composing Within
the Static Frame

Some shots that the director composes are rela-
tively static because the camera does not move
very much. A number of conventions, or so-
called rules, have evolved regarding the compo-
sition of a shot within a static frame. These
involve elements such as balance, depth, relative
strength of various planes of the short, and the
space on and off the screen.

Manipulating the Mise-en-Scéne

Before the camera rolls, the way the event is
staged for the camera has a profound effect on
how the composition directs the viewer’s eye.
The director’s storytelling technique is based on

Amazing Movies

Janus Films
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Figure 4.8

Different camera an-
gles: (a) a canted shot;
(b) a two-shot from the
conventional chest-high
angle in Merchants of
Venus; (¢) a high-angle
shot; and (d) a low-
angle shot from Jean
Renoir’s Rules of the
Game. (Photo (a) cour-
tesy of Brian Gross;
photo (b) from Len
Richmond’s Merchants
of Venus, courtesy of
Amazing Movles, Di-
anna Ippolito, photog-
rapher; photos (c) and
(d) from Janus Films)
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Figure 4.9

(a) The diagonal lines
add to the interest of
this shot of Prunella
Gee and Michael York;
(b) the two people in the
center of this scene from
Dr. Zhivago create a
mass that s dominant
in the frame; (c) the
woman standing facing
the eamera stands

out from the others.
(Photo (a) from Len
Richmond’s Merchants
of Venus, courtesy of
Amazing Movies,
Dianna Ippolito,
photographer; photo

(b) © 1965 Metro-
Goldwyn-Mayer, Inc.;
photo (c) courtesy of
Darl: Lantern Pictures,
www.dreamersthemovie.
com)
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a subtle interplay of lighting, blocking, cos-
tumes, and secting and the way the camera em-
phasizes those elements.

In a culture that reads left to right, the left
side of the frame is probably more powerful
than the right. To counterbalance this tendency,
it may even be useful at times to place an object
(or character) of greater size on the right side of
the frame. Usually, the element that has the
greatest mass or that takes up most of the com-
position will draw the most attention.

However, the placement of objects or charac-
ters within the scene is not the only way to at-
tract the viewer’s attention. The most brightly it
object (or person) in the composition also tends
to dominate the frame. The colors of costumes,
props, or the set itself can create a visual empha-
sis.? In Robert Aleman’s The Player, the appear-
ance of Cher in a bright red dress at a formal
social gathering, where everyone else is wearing
black or white, absolutely guarantees that she
will be noticed. During the liquidation of the
Warsaw Ghetto in Steven Spielberg’s Schindlers
List, a young girl in a red coat is the only visible
color in an otherwise black and white scene. The
red coat is glimpsed again later in the film as the
camera pans across a pile of discarded clothing,
indicating that the girl is dead.

The different lines of interest established
within the composition have a dramatic effect

Amarzing Movies

Dark Lantem Pictures, www.dreamersthemovie.com

on how the viewer sees and interprets the image.
Diagonal lines across the frame are often more
dynamic than horizontal lines. Horizonral lines
make people feel comfortable, and vertical lines
convey strength. Shooting a group of choir boys
in a circle rather than in a straight line may cre-
ate a feeling of tranquility.

The blocking of actors is one of the director’s
most basic tools for focusing the audience’s at-
tention. An acror closer to the camera is more
dominant than one farther away. A performer
facing the camera tends to grab the specrator’s
attention more than someone turned three-
quarters, in profile, or away from the camera. A
person in motion tends to attract the viewer's
eye more than a person who is stationary. Simi-
larly, an actor who is standing while the other
actors are seated (or vice versa) receives greater
emphasis. A performer alone, away from others
in the composition, tends to attract more atten-
tion, as does an actor on whom all the other ac-
tors seem to be focusing their attention.
Someone entering the scene usually is noticed
more than someone leaving the scene.

Ultimately, the director’s dramatic objective
for a given scene determines the way the event
is staged for the camera. What are you trying to
emphasize? What do you want the audience to
see? The answer to these questions lies some-
where between the manner in which the viewer’s
attention is directed by the mise-en-scéne and
the way in which the camera interprets the mise-
en-scéne (see Figure 4.9).

.




Balance

Unbalanced compositions are considered more
interesting than balanced compositions. When
subjects within the frame are balanced so that
the relative “weights” on the left and the right or
on the top and the bottom are equal, the com-
position appears stable and solid bur also tends
to be flat and lacking in depth. Unbalanced
compositions are more dynamic and visually ac-
tive and can be used to create a sense of instabil-
ity or tension. One reason for this is that what is
in the “heavy” (or weighted) half of the frame
tends to draw the items in the “light” half of the
frame toward it.

The real objective, of course, is not to creare
individual shots suitable for framing on the wall
but to create a composition that is appropriate
for the subject at hand. Sometimes a perfectly
stable and relatively flat composition is exactly
right. For example, George Cukor used many
balanced frames in his film Adam’ Rib to
convey equality between Spencer Tracy and
Katharine Hepburn (see Figure 4.10).

Closely related to the concept of balanced-
unbalanced composirtions is the rule of thirds,
which states that you should try to avoid break-
ing the frame in half (top and bottom or left and

- right) because such compositions tend to be

overly balanced and flat. Breaking the frame
into thirds tends to create less symmerrical and
more active compositions. Because the lines of
interest are more on the diagonal, the viewer’s
eyes may be drawn more powerfully across the
frame, and a sense of depth may be enhanced by
the more angular, less even composition (see
Figure 4.11). Of course, following this rule is
difficult if you are trying to shoort for both stan-
dard definition (square) and high-definition
(widescreen) formarts because the thirds will be
in different places.

Creating Depth

A director can accentuate the sense of depth in a
static shot in a number of ways. For example,
giving a frame a definite foreground, middle
ground, and background provides a sense of
depth (see Figure 4.12). A shot of a person (fore-
ground) placed in front of a wall (background)
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Figure 4.10

A balanced and relatively flat composition from Adam’s Rib. (© 1949 Turner

Entertainment Co. All rights rescrved.)

Figure 4.11
A shot from Married. .. with Children provides a good demonstration of the rule of
thirds. A strong diagonal line of interest flows from the kneeling shoe salesman in the
lower left third to the woman trying on shoes up to the reaction by coworker Al Bundy
in the upper right third. This picture also demonstrates how the sense of depth can be
enhanced by having objects in different planes throughout the composition. (Pheto
courtesy of Columbia Studios)

does not appear to have much depth, buc if a
middle ground figure, such as a bush or even a
shadow, is added between the person and the
wall, the frame will assume more depth. Over-
lapping foreground objects with middle ground
or background objects enhances the sense of

Tumer Entertainment Co
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Figure 4.12
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Amazing Movies

With Prunella Gee and Michael York in the foreground, the foliage of a bluff in the
middle ground, and a harbor in the background, this shot has great depth. (Photo
JSrom Len Richmond’s Merchants of Venus, courtesy of Amazing Movies, Dianna

Ippolito, photographer)

Figure 4.13

Amazing Movies

The frame of this shot is opened up because Beverly D'Angelo is looking off-screen and
also holding a cup toward something that is off-screen. (Photo from Len Richmond's
Merchants of Venus, courtesy of Amazing Movies, Dianna [ppolito, photographer)

depth even more. Variations in size of objects
within the frame or in their position within the
picture plane can also serve as depth cues, as can
color and brightness.

Unbalanced compositions and strong diago-
nal lines in the composition tend to increase the

depth cues and draw the viewer’s eyes back into
the frame. A director must take care, however,
to keep background objects, such as ported
plants and telephone poles, from appearing to
grow out of a person’s head.

On-Screen/Off-Screen Space

Another important element of composition in-
volves the director’s use of space outside the
frame of the film or television image. The frame
limits what we can see of a scene, but a director
can choose to open up the frame by having ac-
tors leave and reenter the frame or by framing
shots that make us more aware of the space out-
side the frame. We may see only the front half
of the dog in the frame, burt we are at least sub-
liminally aware that the rest of the dog exists just
outside the frame.

The off-screen space in film or video is more
“real” than in a stage play. When actors go off-
stage (out of the frame imposed by the prosce-
nium arch), we do not expect to follow them.
In film or television, the frame is more like the
frame around a window. Viewers have the sense
that if the camera moved just slightly forward
and more to the right they could see through the
window and continue to watch the characters
who just went out of frame. By having a charac-
ter simply look off screen, the director to some
extent can open up the frame and heighten the
use of that off-screen space (see Figure 4.13).?

The Edge of the Frame

Even if a director tries to open up a frame, it
does have limits because only a certain amount
can be shown. Deciding what to put toward
the edge is challenging if the movie is going to
be shown in both the rectangular 4:3 aspect
ratio and one of the widescreen formats. If you
want to place an actor at the edge of the frame
to convey isolation, and you do this so the
actor is art the edge of the 4:3 frame, that actor
will be abourt a third of the way into a 16:9
frame. Conversely if you frame for widescreen,
the actor may not be there ar all for a 4:3 ratio
unless the frame undergoes pan and scan (see

el
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Chapter 3). As the widescreen aspect ratio be-
comes more common for TV and film, the
problems associated with the edge of the frame
will diminish.*

The sides of the frame create another kind of
limitation, however, particularly in shots in
which a person is the subject. A viewer usually
perceives that something is wrong if the framing
of a person does not leave enough (or leaves too
much) headroom between the top of the frame
and the top of the person’s head. Noseroom,
sometimes called look space, refers to the space
to the sides of the frame and the direction a per-
son is looking within the frame. If the person
is looking to the left, placing him or her on the
right side of the frame leaves noseroom to
the left and focuses attention in the direction
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Video Producer

the person is looking. If a person looking left is
placed on the left side of the frame (with his or
her nose virtually touching the left side of the
frame), attention focuses on the emprty space
behind.

These same general principles apply when a
person is moving in the frame and the camera is
following the action. The convention is to pro-
vide leadroom in the direction the person is
moving. In a chase sequence, however, allowing
the people being pursued to bump up against
(or move closer to) the side of the frame in the
direction they are moving may help create the
sense that they are hemmed in and about to be
overtaken. The photos in Figure 4.14 illustrate
proper and improper use of headroom and
leadroom.

Video Producer
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Figure 4.14

Photo (a) shows a com-
position with too much
headroom; photo (b)
shows a more typical or
conventional amount of
headroom. Photo (c)
does not give the man
on the bicycle enough
leadroom; photo (d) is
better. (Photos courtesy
of Video Producer)

Video Producer
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The Moving Frame

Most of the concepts we have talked about in
this chapter thus far would apply equally well
to still photography or painting. The mobility
of the camera itself, however, is one of the dis-
tinguishing characteristics of film and video.
When the camera moves, the framing of the
scene moves with it. A composition that was
unbalanced one second may be balanced the
next, or a shot that was high-angle can become
straight-on. A medium shot can become a
close-up, or the foreground can become the
background. A camera moving in toward a
character gives that character more impact or
emphasis.

Camera Movements

Tripods, cranes, dollies, and the human body
allow cameras to move (see Chapter 3). Cam-
era movement is needed to follow moving
people or objects, but it also provides differ-
ent psychological feelings. The major camera
movements are the pan, tilt, dolly, track, and
crane. A pan is a left to right movement of the
camera but not of the mounting device. A tilt
involves moving only the camera up or down.
Moving the camera and the supporting device
in or out is called a dolly, and moving both of
them left or right is called tracking. An up and
down movement of the camera and the sup-
porting device is called a crane (also referred to
as 2 boom). Other movements, such as an arc,
are used from time to time, and you can make
several movements at once—for example, a
camera can dolly in, pan left, and crane up all
at the same time.

In general, when just the camera moves, the
feeling projected is one of an onlooker. When
the camera and its mounting support—crane,
tripod, human shoulder—move, the feeling
projected is one of a participant. Take, for ex-
ample, the difference between a pan and a track.
Both are side-to-side movements, but for the
pan only the camera moves left to right, a move-
ment that produces an effect similar to someone

moving his or her head from side to side as
someone would who was observing the scene.
Tracking, on the other hand, moves the camera
and tripod and produces a feeling of someone
walking or running alongside whatever is being
photographed, a much more involving type of
shot. The movement of the background is also
very different with a pan and a track. For the
pan, the background moves at an angle; for the
track, it stays parallel. Similar differences in feel-
ing and background occur with a tilt, which in-
volves swiveling the camera up or down, and a
crane, which moves the entire camera and sup-
porting mechanism up or down.

Zooming

In a zoom the elements of the lens move, mag-
nifying or reducing objects in a way that the
human eye cannot. With a dolly, the camera
and the camera support move together into and
through the space in the scene, creating a
greater sense of what that particular space is
like. A zoom in tends to flatten things out and
bring everything in the composition closer. A
dolly makes objects on screen appear to move
out of frame as the movement occurs, forcing
the viewer to experience the space at a more vis-
ceral level.

Students tend to rely too much on the zoom.
Don'’t use it as an excuse for not putting the
camera in the proper place for the appropriate
field of view. Instead of zooming, place the cam-
era closer to the scene (or farther away) and then
compose the shot. Don’t use a zoom as a substi-
tute for a dolly because they have a different psy-
chological feel. Constant zooming during shots
can create a feeling of uncertainty (if not ver-
tigo). Professionals use the zoom sparingly and
carefully. They sometimes use it in a situation in
which the artificiality of the zoom lends some
particular meaning to the shot. They also use it
in a situation in which a dolly is impossible or
too expensive (as in K19: The Widowmaker
when a zoom in on a submarine emphasizes its
isolation in a vast ocean). Like any shot, a zoom
should have a purpose.




Time

Any camera movement also involves a time ele-
ment. Moving the camera takes time, and a di-
rector who chooses to use elaborate camera
moves generally tends to emphasize the mise-
en-scéne (as opposed to editing) to tell the story.
Moving back from a close-up to a two-shot usu-
ally takes longer than cutting directly from a
close-up to a two-shot.

Camera movements can be slow or fast or
any speed in between. Many directors have used
the rhythmic quality of camera movement as a
powerful, expressive tool. Abrupt, quick move-
ments create a different feeling than long, ma-
jestic ones. Even a brief look at music videos
provides many examples to illustrate the impor-
tance of time in camera movement.

Camera movements are most frequently
based on the movement of the characters within
the frame. But a director may also use camera
movement to create a sense of expectation or
suspense unrelated to the characters. A camera
movement can also change our focus to some
object or some part of the mise-en-scéne that
the director wants to emphasize.

Color and Tonality

Manipulating the filmed image through the
choice of film stock is strikingly different from
capturing an image on videotape. A black and
white slow film stock (one less sensitive to
light) records a richer range of grays and a
sharper image than a fast film stock (one more
sensitive to light), which tends to yield grainier
images with more contrast. Different color film
stocks, and even different stocks from different
manufacturers, offer perceptibly different tonal
qualities (one stock may emphasize the reds
and yellows, another the blues and greens).
And the lab can further manipulate all these
differences when the film is processed and
printed.

There is no such thing as color videotape or
black and white videotape. In video, the same
tape can be used to record both. In most cases it
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is easier to obtain black and white in postpro-
duction than in production because most video
cameras do not allow the user to shoot in black
and white. Tonal quality gradations are also best
handled in postproduction.

Black and White or Color

Color is the norm for commercial production
in film and video, so the absence of color calls
attention to itself. Television advertisers recog-
nize the attention-getting value of a black and
white commercial. Some commercials extend
this idea even further by colorizing the product
in postproduction (the pink cherry cola can or
ravishing new red hair rinse) to highlight the
product in an otherwise black and white
environment.

More commonly, black and white is used to
evoke the past. Both film and television began
as black and white media, with color becoming
the standard as the technology evolved. Woody
Allen’s comic “documentary” Zelig uses black
and white in much the same way, suggesting
not only the past but old movie newsreels as
well. In fact, one of the clichés of student
moviemaking is the use of black and white to
cue flashbacks in a color film. Director Martin
Scorsese seemingly inverts this cliché in his
black and white film Raging Bull. The only
color material in this film consists of flashbacks
to the La Motta family’s faded color home
movies.

Black and white may be more appropriate
than color for certain subjects. Movies meant to
be somber or earthy may convey this mood bet-
ter if shot in black and white. This is true for
Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List with its somber
holocaust subject matter. Many music videos
have experimented with ways black and white
(or black and white in combination with color)
can be used to enhance the mood or meaning of
a particular piece of music. Oliver Stone’s Naz-
ural Born Killers switches between black and
white and color within the same scene, mimick-
ing the intercutting of color and black and white
in many music videos.
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Color Considerations

Much has been written about the aesthetics of
color.> Even beyond the theorizing of the artists
and scholars abour the power of color to evoke
specific emotions, most of us accept a number
of cultural conventions about color. Whether
we are buying fabric or talking to an interior
decorator or housepainter, we have a tendency
to describe certain colors (reds and yellows) as
emotionally warm and other colors (blues or
greens) as emotionally cool. One theory holds
that warm colors make items appear large,
close, heavy, and enduring, whereas cool colors
make items appear small, far away, light, and
temporary.®

Certain colors seem to go together, and oth-
ers seem to clash. Mixing colors opposite each
other on the color circle, such as green and red,
creates color contrast. Working with colors on
the same side of the color circle creates color
harmony. (See Color Plate 3.) Advertisers go to
great lengths to determine what color of pack-
aging encourages us to buy their products.

In moviemaking many decisions about color
are made during the planning stage. The direc-
tor, in conjunction with the production de-
signer, decides which colors are appropriate for
the sets, costumes, props, and even makeup.
Color can emphasize or deemphasize any ele-
ment of the mise-en-scéne.

The camera can also be used to alter the
emotional content of the shot with subtle shifts
in color ronality. Think of the warm and
homey glow of the typical hamburger chain’s
television commercials, or the way beer com-
mercials tend to be shot in the orangish light
of late afternoon (after work when the world is
beautiful). In Robert Altman’s western McCabe
and Mirs. Miller the Golden West comes to life
visually on-screen. A dreamlike golden tone
pervades most of this film, a technique that
further heightens the contrast with the cold
blue death of McCabe in a snowstorm at the
end. Warren Beatty’s film Dick Tracy uses vi-
brant primary colors to emphasize the story’s
comic book origins.

In filmmaking these effects can be produced
to some degree in the laboratory as the film is

being processed or printed. With video, similar
effects can be created during digital postproduc-
tion. In both film and video, color effects can be
enhanced by placing a filter on the lens to warm
(orange or reddish) or cool (blue or green) the
image (see Color Plates 6 and 7). Other types of
filters can alter the contrast range of a shot or
diffuse and soften the subject being pho-
tographed (see Chapters 5 and 6 for more on
filters). '

The same scene or subject can read in very
different ways, depending on shot composition,
framing, camera movement, and manipulation
of the color and tonality of the image. The
power to interpret the mise-en-scéne with the
camera is basic to the art of moviemaking.
Choosing and controlling the type and quality
of the shot is one of the most important deci-
sions confronting the moviemaker, student and
professional alike.

Shooting to Edit

The camera can move from a medium shot to a
close-up (or the actor can move toward the cam-
era and change a medium shot to a close-up),
but this change of view is normally created
through editing. The eventual editing of the
shot has a profound effect on the composition,
framing, and movement created by the camera
(see Chapter 13 for aesthetics of editing).

Shot Selection

A shot begins the moment the camera starts
recording the subject and ends when it stops. It
can be long or short, but eventually it will be
joined with other shots during editing. In narra-
tive moviemaking, the basic building block in
the construction of the story is the scene, a uni-
fied action occurring in a single place and time.
A scene is usually composed of a series of shots,
though an entire scene can be one continuous
shot. To provide complete coverage of the scene,
the director usually shoots more shots than will
actually be used in the final edited version. At
the simplest level, the objective is to provide a




variety of shots of the physical action and dia-
logue in the scene (see Figure 4.15).

Imagine a simple one-minute scene in which
a man and a woman eat breakfast while talking
at the kitchen table. To ensure adequate cover-
age of this scene and to make certain that the
needed shots will be available during editing,
many directors begin by shooting a master shot,
a fairly long shot showing both characters at the
table as they play out the scene in its entirety. If
used in the edited version of the motion picture,
this one master scene shot would present all the
dialogue and action within a single shot—a one-
shot scene. A director using the master scene
shooting method would then begin to provide
coverage of the scene with shots from a variety
of angles and perspectives: close-ups of cach
actor delivering lines, two-shots, reaction shots
of one character listening to the other talk, and
cut-ins to some essential detail within the scene
(for example, a piece of burned toast). Perhaps
the last element in providing complete coverage
of a scene is to shoot cutaways, shots of related
derails that are not actually part of the scene
(such as the kitchen clock on a wall off-screen).

In the editing room these different shots will
be cut together to build up the scene—begin-
ning, perhaps, with a master shot of both actors,
then curtting to a close-up of the clock, a two-
shot of the woman talking, and a CU of the
man listening. It is important that the director
select shots that can be edited according to the
action, dialogue, and dramatic needs of that
particular scene. Sometimes, for complicated
scenes, the director may shoot two master shots
from different angles, or a master shot where the
camera moves, or no master shot at all. Direc-
tors always select shots with an eye to how they
might be edited later.

Shot Duration

The director must also decide how long to shoot
each shot. The dialogue or the movement of the
actor within the scene often dictates the length
or duration of a shot. Moving the camera (be-
cause it takes place in time) can also determine
shot duration. In addition to the composition,
framing, and use of camera movement, the du-
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Amazing Movies

Amazing Movies

Amazing Movies

Figure 4.15

In this scene from Merchants of Venus, two policemen confront Nancy
Fish, who plays a business owner. Director Len Richmond filmed the
master shot (a) of the three people. Because a heated argument tran-
spires between the owner and one of the policemen, he shot the two of
them (b). At the end of the scene, the owner becomes ill, so he also
filmed her by herself (c). (Photos from Len Richmond’s Merchants of
Venus, courtesy of Amazing Movies, Dianna Ippolito, photographer)
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ration of the shot deeply affects how we see and
understand it. The viewer can absorb more dur-
ing a shot of long duration than during one of
short duration.

On the purely technical level, providing extra
time at the beginning and end of a shot for iden-
tification and editing purposes is important. In
film and video the first few feet are needed to
slate, or identify, the shot. In filmmaking the
first few frames of the shot often contain over-
exposed frames (or flashframes), which are cre-
ated while the camera is getting up to speed.
Having a little more head or tail on each shot
can prove invaluable in the editing room be-
cause it allows for options, both technically and
aesthetically.

The Long Shot, Medium Shot,
Close-Up Pattern

The most conventional way to put together a
scene is to begin with an establishing shot, a
shot that sets the scene and establishes the loca-
tion. This often is a long shot (the apartment
building), but it could be something like a sign
(Mastroianni’s Cafe) cha tells us where the scene
is taking place. Next, we move into the scene
from long shots to medium shots and finally to
close-ups. '

If the angle of view does not change suffi-
ciently between the LS, MS, and CU, the shots
will appear to jump when they are edited to-
gether. The conventional way to avoid this
problem is to vary the angle of view at least 30
degrees from the previous shot (the so-called
30-degree rule). Some critics have argued that
the LS-MS-CU pattern is the most psycholog-
ically correct way to construct a scene because
it is similar to the way our minds work.” When
we walk into a dance in a large ballroom (estab-
lishing shot), we tend to survey the entire room
(the long shot) until we spot a group of friends
(the medium shot) and move over and begin
talking to them (the close-up). The establishing
shot, long shot, medium shot, close-up pattern
draws us into the scene. We gacher more and
more information as the shots move closer and
closer.

This pattern can also be reversed. Beginning
with a close-up can create questions. Who is this

character talking to? Where are we? Moving
from close-up to the medium shot and long shot
can answer these questions as each shot provides
additional information about the scene. Again,
there is nothing inherently right or wrong about
any pattern, but unless the director selects the
shots during the shooting phase of production
(shooting to edit), they will not be available
when the editing begins.

Shooting for Continuity

Technically, a single shot maintains continuity,
a sense that the space we see in the shot and the
time of the shot are continuous and uninter-
rupted. In conventional moviemaking continu-
ity most often becomes an issue in the scene.
Usually, scenes take place in a single location
and in a continuous segment of time. This
arrangement would not be a problem if the
scene were shot with a single run of the camera.
But because most scenes are composed of a vari-
ety of shots taken at different times and from
different angles, continuity is often difficult to
maintain during editing.

On the set of a typical Hollywood film, con-
tinuity is almost an obsession. Crewmembers
such as the script supervisor are constantly
checking for continuity errors. Some of the most
common gaffes involve costumes or props: the
tie that changes color from one shot to the next
or the glass that is almost empty in the first shot
but full in the next. Even something as simple
as changing light values (when shots taken at
different times of the day are edited together in
what is supposed to be a continuous sequence
of time) can violate continuity. This kind of
error involves the mise-en-scéne, but unless a di-
rector is consciously shooting to maintain con-
tinuity, the placement of the camera can also
create problems.

Perhaps the most common technique for
shooting to maintain continuity involves the
axis of action, or the so-called 180-degree rule.
In any shot, whether it contains two people
talking or a single person walking down the
sidewalk, the principal axis of the action is iden-
tifiable. It is the imaginary line between the two
people talking or the screen direction estab-
lished by the walking character or moving ob-
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ject. If the camera is placed on one side of this
imaginary line (anywhere within the 180-degree
arc on the same side of the line), spatial conti-
nuity will be maintained (see Figure 4.16). A
shot thar crosses the line would, when edired,
flip-flop character A and character B to opposite
sides of the screen. Similarly, crossing the axis of
a walking character or moving car would make
the person or car appear to reverse screen direc-
tion on the cut.®

Maintaining a constant screen direction also
extends to the line of action established by a
character looking off-screen. Imagine, again,
two characters talking. We see character A in a
close-up talking to character B, who is off-
screen. In the next shot we see a close-up of
character B responding to character A, who now
is the one off-screen. Unless there is an eyeline
match between the two shots, character A and
character B will not appear to be talking to each
other and might even appear to be distracted by
something else off-screen (see Figure 4.17).

A radical change in the speed of a character
or object (a car, for example) from one shot to
the next also can violate continuity. The first few
steps people take when they are getting up to
walking speed (almost always near the begin-
ning of the shot) are appreciably slower than
when they are already ar full walking speed. If
you cut together two shots of people walking
down the street, you want their relative speed
(and gait) to match up as you edit from one shot
to another. A match cut—a cut that maintains
a continuous sense of space and time from one
shot to the next—can be extremely difficult to
make unless the director has shot the material
with an eye to editing.

The time-tested method of ensuring footage
that can be match cut is to have overlapping ac-
tion during shooting. Imagine two shots that
are going to be match cut. A character (from an
angle in the hall) comes up to a door and opens
it. The next shot shows the character entering
the doorway and coming into the room from
an angle inside the room. To overlap the action
during shooting the director should shoot the
entire action (walking up to the door, opening
it, and walking into the room) in both shots,
By overlapping the action in this manner, the di-
rector provides the editor with an almost infinite
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Figure 4.16

Anywhere within the 180-degree arc established Sfrom camera view 1, the

two peaple (A and B) will maintain the same spatial relationship—A on

the left and B on the right. Crossing the axis, however (as in camera view
2), will reverse, or flip, A and B to the opposite sides of the screen.
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Figure 4.17

Once the eyelines have been established in one shot
(a), the eyes must maintain those directional lines in
subsequent shots to match. The woman in photo

(b) illustrates correct eyeline match as she is looking in
the correct direction for the man established in photo
(). If the woman is supposed to be listening to the
man, the eyeline match is wrong in photo (c) because
she is looking away from him (and his eyes). The im-
plication of cutting from shot (a) to shot (¢) is that she
is not really listening to him or that she has been dis-
tracted by something off-screen in the other direction.

number of cutting places for matching the two
shots.

Of course, continuity entails much more
than the placement of the camera. It also de-
pends on how the director stages the mise-en-
scene for the camera and the way in which the
editor puts the material together in post-
production.

Now That You Know
the Rules. ..

Now that you know the rules. . . go ahead and
break them. Cross the line. Shove someone’s
nose up against the edge of the frame. Forget
chest-high shooting and try other angles. Break
the frame into halves instead of thirds. The
“rules” presented in this chapter are violated fre-
quently, and usually for good reason. They are
broken because doing so serves the needs of the
story or will, in some way, affect the perceptions
and emotions of the audience. If you are a stu-
dent, school is an excellent place to experiment.
Use your creativity and imagination and try
some new techniques. It is a good idea to also
record material in the tried and true fashion in
case your ideas don’t work, but don’t be afraid
to go out on a limb. If you are shooting on film,
experimentation can be expensive, but if you are
shooting on video, try whatever comes to your
mind—tape is cheap.

Professionals know that in actual practice
composing a shot is more intuitive than analyti-
cal.” Through composition of the image within
the frame, the director can choose to highlight,
modify, shade, reinforce, or even undercur al-
most any element in the scene. Wherther the
composition of a shot is good or bad depends
more on what the director is trying to accom-
plish with a shot than on some abstract princi-
ple of pictorial composition.
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