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Approaches to
Image Capturing

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)

chapter four

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.)
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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



76

1 >

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
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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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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




