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= Plate 4.4 Johany Guitar (Nicholas Ray, US 1954}
A darker view of the west

about this man, his presence lives on in the house, his trophies over the mantelpiece.
The house with its oppressive fighting becomes almost the ‘tomb’ in which his widow
~ Cary (Jane Wyman) - is obliged to live out the rest of her life. The main room is
divided up by screens. These divide Cary from her children, and particularly the son.
Throughout the film he resists any attempt to change the house from the way it was
when the father lived, and most parlicularly resents the presence of ather men in the
house. However, after he decides to leave it is the house, and the implied memary of
the father, that ‘gels in the way' of a new relationship with his mother.

FILM FORM AND NARRATIVE

= Plate 4.5 All ihal Heaven Aliows (Douglas Sirk, US 1956)
The father still dominates the home even afler his death

PROPS

Filn_\s_', are also dependent on ‘props’ as a device for conveying meaning. In a familiar
sense, props are definers of genre — particularly weapons in *action’ genres, or the arcane
paraphernalia of the horror films ~ garlic and crosses. However, props can also become
unique signifiers of meaning in a particular film. While all scenes are constructed around
a number of props - to make the sequence ‘look right” — by the use of close-up, and
dialogue, our attenlion can be drawn to particular objects. This in itself suggests the
significance of parlicular objects - we know that such objects will be of importance in
the narrative. In Hitchcock’s Strangers on a Train a lighter changes hands from Guy, the
‘innocent’ tennis player, with a wife he would rather be rid of, to Bruno, the plausible
psychotic whom he meets on the train, The lighter is decorated with crossed tennis
rackets, and the initials of Guy and his lover. The crossed rackets signify a number of
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= Plate 4.6 Strangers on a Train (Alfred Hitchcock, US 1951)
A significant icon

‘crossings' within the movie, the initial ‘crossed lovers', the offer of an exchange of murders
by Bruno, the choices offered to Guy in the initial exchange, and so on. However, the
lighter remains the significant ‘icon’ throughout the movie; it represents Bruno's threat to
expose Guy if he does nol keep his side of the bargain, its temporary loss delays Bruno's
attempt to frame Guy, and its presence in the dying Bruno’s hand at the end of the movie
releases Guy from the hold that is upoen him.

Props can_also be used to ‘anchor’'® characters into particutar meanings. In the
cerﬁ‘p’le’ii'lies of ﬁéssible ways in which an individual character may be read an object
may be used to clarify meaning. While Hannibal Lector in Silence of the Lambs may
appear increasingly civilised, even charming, in relatian 1o his fellow inmates and guards,
the danger from his mouth, whether in terms of his speech or more obviously in his
capacily lo bite, is exemplified by the face guard placed over him when he is baing
transported. The significance of this guard is that it denies the viewer full access to him
in the way thal we are permitted in the earier exchanges through the reinforced glass.

FILM FORM AND NAHRRAITIVE

In Godfather 1 the entire film is suffused with props relating to family life. At the key
moment when the Corleone family ‘go to the malttresses’ to prepare for the shoot out,
the domestic world, exemplified by the cooking of a pasta sauce, is taken over by the
men, exemplifying the contradiction of these family-centred and very traditional men
who are prepared to murder to preserve family honour.

COSTUME

Costume is a variant of the prop, but of course tighlly connected to character. Minor
characters are often primarily identified on the basis of costume, which uses the codes
of everyday life, such as uniforms, or the cinematic codes, say the wearing of white
and black, 10 signify virtue and villainy in the early westerns. Subtle changes in the
costume of a single character can be used to signify changes of status, attitude and
even the passing of time. In many 1930s gangster movies such as The Roaring "Twenties
and Scarface, \he rise of the gangster, and his increasing separation both from his
roots or from ‘acceptable sociely’, are exemplified by a change into clothes that are
signifiers of affluence, if not taste. In Mildred Pierce we see the process in reverse. Qur
initial viewing of Mildred Pierce is as a smart, rich and powerful woman in a fur coat.
in the first flashback we are introduced 1o the same characler wearing an apron, in a
clearly suburban domestic setting. We are presented with an ‘after and before’, raising
for us not enly the dominant issue of the storyline at the moment - who killed Mildred’s
husband - but also the more complex issue of how this transformation has taken
place.

Costume can also be used lo signify mismatches, We bring to a costume a series of
expectaﬁons. which are then subverted by the action. The *false policeman’ is regularly
used as a plot device - either simply a robbery device, as in The Wrong Am of the
Law, or alternatively in tilms such as The Godfather where police act or speak in ways
that we deem o be inappropriate.

A further example of mismatch is cross-dressing, usually a male in female clothing.
Normally such devices are humorous: Some Like it Hot and Toolsie, where our expec-
tations of appropriate behaviour and that of the male characters in the film, given the
signilying props, are a mismatch with our knowledge of the gender of the character. In
The Crying Game our knowledge is at least problematic, and the mismatch only appears
retrospectively.

In Desperately Seeking Susan, rather than using a uniform, Roberta, a suburban house-
wife with aspirations to a more exciling lifestyle, acquires a jackel belonging to Susan,
a woman with bohemian and underworld connections. This distinctive jacket, allegedly
previously worn by Jimi Hendrix, allows Roberta to be ‘misread’ by other characlers as
Susan, but equally allows the viewer to place her in her aspirational world.

PERFORMANCE AND MOVEMENT

Prg_b’grl:glyhthe richest source of mise-en-scéne is the performance of actors. While there
is more to consider in performance, it may help to consider the performer — whether
human or animal - as an object for the cameras' gaze. As with costume there is a
strong coded element in the lacial expressions and body posilions held by performers.
These codes, broadly referred to as ‘body language’, are of course part of everyday life.
While there are cultural and temporal varialions in body language, due to our familiarity
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' Plate 4.7 Mildred Pierce (Michael Curliz, US 1845)

Jnan Crawlord
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with Hollywood the body language of American film has become almost universally
understood. Indeed one of the consequences of the spread of film has been the global
penetration of particular aspects of language such as the ‘thumbs up’ sign.

The presentation of characters by actors using body language is a key element in the
creation of a ‘performance’. It is perhaps significant that the much-vaunted performances
of recent years - Dustin Hoffman in Rain Man, Tom Hanks in Forrest Gump — have been
characlerised by bodily styles, conventionally associated with marginal figures in society,
Again body movements can be used to express both change of emotion and change
of time. In Citizen Kane, the decline of Kane can be identified from the animated young
man lo the afmost robotic, lumbering figure who smashes up his second wife's room
when she threatens lo leave him.

While early film was often dependent on the kind of exaggerated body movements
that in the theatre were recognisable from lhe upper gallery, with the development of
the close-up, meaning can often be expressed by the slightest movement, whether the

+ Plate 4.8 Mildred Pierce (Michael Curtiz, US 1945)

wringing of hands in D.W. Griffith's i1 e or the r ce of facial expr
to be observed in almost any contemporary film. In an acting master-class, Michael
Gaine, thal most minimalist of screen aclors, ably demonstrates what can be conveyed
by the flickering of the eye, the raising of the eyebrows or the turning of the lip.
Finally, and briefly, the performer, and particularly the 'star* brings to the film a meaning
derived merely from their presence. While some performers such as Jennifer Jason Leigh
deliberately appear to present themselves differently in the films that they make, the
majority operate with a high degree of consistency both in terms of appearance and
lype, a consistency which will usually be reinformed in terms of non-filmic appearances.
As such, stars will bring in with them a level of expectation and an implied meaning
from their previous films. This becomes obvious when performers attempl to take parts
that move away from type, often wilh disastrous effect at the box office. It may be
useful therefore to consider the (known) performer as part of the language of film, having
a meaning that can be stretched and reused, but only to a limited extent.



low-key image
Light from a single source
producing hght and shade.

ALLAN ROWE

‘PUTTING INTO THE SCENE’

Having assembled other components of our shots, the next procedure involves a process
of recording these elements. However, such a distinction between content and form is
an artificial one, in that we have already had to have recourse lo concepts of close-up
in order to describe individual constituents. Nevertheless, it is helpful to separate the
processes, and hence those codes that characterise them from the codes of the objects
themselves. While the latter are related to wider cultural artefacts and the meanings they
have - like the meanings of ways of dressing — the former can be either perceived as
strictly cinematic codes, or at any rate strongly related to the codes of other represen-
tational forms, painting, drawing and of course photography.

LIGHTING

Lighting of film is the first of the ‘invisible" codes of cinema. While there are apparent
sources of light within a shot, the lighting of a shot is off camera, and even with an outside
location is used to guarantee that the light level is adequate both to proeduce a sufficient
level for recording and also to highlight particular aspects of the image. This activity is not
separate from the shooting of the film, but is integral to it — and hence the term ‘lighting
cameraman’, which is applied to the principal operator within the camera crew.

Whereas early cinema relied on a relatively fiat field of action, with the development
of faster film stock it became possible and indecd desirable to establish a source of
depth in the action. This, coupled with a small aperture lens, has enabled the camera
to record over a number of fields of action, The French theorist André Bazin'® argued
that such a form of shooting was both more ‘realist’ in the sense that the shots closely
resemble the capacity of the eye to recognise objects across a wide depth (or at least
to rapidly adjust focus to do so) and also more ‘dramatic’ in allowing the viewer the
capacity to choose, within a given shot, where to direct attention. In practice, deep
focus shots and, in particular, a number of shots in Citizen Kane, such as the attempted
suicide of Susanne Alexander, with a close-up of the sleeping draught and the distance
shot of Kane breaking in through the door, allow little choice of attention. The planes
of action are immediately joined as Kane rushes fo the bed.

Lighting involves choices of level and direction of light. Classic Hollywood lighting
involves a strong level of lighting on the main objects of a shot with fill lightling designed
lo eliminate shadows. The set is then back lit to enable those elements at the front of
the set to be distanced from that which appears at the back, to give an illusion of diver-
sion. However, lighting is also characterised by its absence.

Light and shade can be used to direct our attention to a particular part of the frame.
This is most usually done by the movement of characters through a variously lit set. A
more dramatic variant can be seen in Sergio Leone's Once Upon a Time in the West.
In an early scene in the trading post a mysterious character, ‘Harmonica’ (Charles
Bronson), is idenlified as present only through his characteristic theme music. He is
dramatically exposed by ‘Cheyenne’ {Jason Robards) who propels an oil lamp on a hori-
zontal wire across the room, preducing a low-key image of Harmonica. This, the first
meeling of these characters, who maintain an ambiguous relationship to one another,
is both sudden, the characlers revealed from out of the dark, and is followed by the
flashing on and off of the light as a ‘consequence’ of the swinging of the oil lamp.

Sometimes, however, lighting can be used as a characteristic of the style of a whole
{ilm or over a number of scenes — rather than just a specific light to light a specific
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set. The classic realist film is usually characterised by a full lighting effect - high key
ligf:ting - seemingly as a device to ensure that we see all the money that has been
spent on constructing the efiect. However, widespread use of shadows can be used 1o
convey their own meaning. The use of reflective light scenes, and the often apparently
dominant use of shadows, originated in German Expressionist cinema, but was incorpo-
rated into a Hollywood style of lighting in the 1940s and 1950s which later became
known as film noir. This was largely to be found in films within the detective/thriller genre,
and was characterised by a world of threat and danger, but also one where characters'
motivations were hidden from one another, and by implication from the viewer. Lighting
effects usually appear to be ‘motivated’, in that they come from sources, like table
lamps, that are in the shot. In an early scene in Mildred Pierce, the leading character
Mildred ‘frames’ an old acquaintance Wally for a murder that she appears to have
committed. The scene commences in a nightclub where the low level of lighting together
with Mildred's wide-brimmed hat creates shots in which the face is half in shadow, with
the eyes in particular in darkness. Later, returning to the beach house, where the murder
was committed, the interior is a kaleidoscope of lighting from the low table lights and the
seeming dappled effect on the ceiling which is implicitly caused by reflections from
the sea. It is within this scene that Wally is apparently trapped by the shadows that cut
across him at every turn. The style of film noir is one of few formal characteristics that
have come to be widely recognised, and indeed it survives into contemporary films such
as John Dahl's The Last Seduction. This perhaps can be in part explained through its
seeming difference from the visual effects of realist film, usually fully ‘high key' lighting
and its connection with a particular genre. The style of film noir is linked in an obvious
way with themes of paranoia and alienation and other characteristics such as femme
fatale, a woman who is not what she immediately appears to be. In this instance the use
of lighting enables the knowing viewer to be one step ahead of the protagonists within
the film.

CAMERA AND CAMERA MOVEMENT

Having created the pro-filmic event and lit it, the next set of choices surround the pos-
itioning of the camera. Early cinema was largely characterised by a steadily held camera,
at least as steady as hand-cranking permitted, and by the predominant use of the long
shot incorporating all the action. Technological developments up to the Steadicam,
permitted greater flexibility and choice, both of movement and angle, as well as offering
the option of different ratios with the variety of wide scene formats operating since the
1950s. This ‘progression’ has not necessarily been continuous, particularly at the point
of the introduction of sound when the cameras were initially installed within sound-
preofed booths. However, the ‘language’ of the camera had to be both developed by
film-makers and 'learnt’ by the audience.

Drawing primarily from the already existing art forms of photography and theatre, the
camera was held static, with movement being derived from the actors in front of a
scene. The camera was placed in the ‘best seat in the stalls’, square on to the action,
with actors moving in and out of the shot as if from the ‘wings'. The development of
alternative camera positions and movements evolved in the first decade of the century.
Probably the best introduction to this process and its effects can be gleaned from Noel
Burch's Correction Please which combines early cinematic footage with a period narra-

tive, progressively filmed using a range of methods. Within the capacities of focus the |

camera is able to move anywhere from the extreme close-up to the use of wide-screen |

film noir

A term developed by French film
critics in the postwar period to
describe @ number of films
produced in the 1940s. It has
subsequently become a marketing
device used to describe lims wilh
some of the lighting and narrative
conventions of the period.
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= Plate 49 The Last Seduction (John Dahl, US 1934)
The style of film noir survives in contemporary lims

shots limiled to pairs of eyes, as in the final shoot-out in Once Upon a Time in the
Waest, to the extreme long-shot of the field hospital in Gone with the Wind. The close-
up has a particular place in the developmenl of film, however, permitling us o ‘know
intimately’ the faces of leading characters, and hence by implication to read their
thoughts and feelings. This operates without needing 1o use either the knowing subtitle
of the early cinemna, or even the voice of the narrator to take us into the characler.

It is also necessary to decide on the angle of the shat®® and the relative height of
the camera to the object being filmed - a low-angle shot looking up to the object ar
a high-angle shot looking down. Conwventional accounts suggest that low-angle shots
imply the power of the object - usually a human figure - and a high-angle shot its
weakness. Such a rule can be seen lo operate in many exchanges belween characters
- such as those between Kane and Suzanne Alexander in Citizen Kane, as she pieces
together her jigsaw puzzie and he looks down on her. However, such rules cannol be
applied fo read off automatically the meaning of an individual shot. After the assaull by
the birds on the Brenner household in Hitchcock’s The Birds, there is a tracking shot
of the llvee members of the family laken from a very low angle. The suggestion is of
their dominance; the birds have indeed disappeared, yet the anxious look on their faces
and their isolation from one another suggest an alternative meaning. Our experience
throughout the film suggests thal danger comes from above - and indeed we are soon

FILM FORM AND NARRATIVE

lo discover that the birds have broken into the house and are waiting in an upstairs
room.

While the carnera is normally held level, it can also be tilted to one side. Such a shot
is read as an indication of instability, that either of the characters, or of the situation
lhat the shot is recording. In an early scene in Nicholas Ray's Rebel Without a Cause
there are a seres of shots on the staircase where James Dean's family are rowing. The
shots are sharply tilted ~ an effect exaggerated by the cinemascope screen.

While shots are classically in sharp focus, a soft focus can be used either to enhance
the romantic effect of a scene or alternatively to expose the incapacity of a character
to register the world around him.

Finally, the camera is able to move. The earliest moving shots were dependent on the
movement of objects ~ cars or trains - so shots mimic the experience of viewing.
Similarly pans (horizontal movements) and tilts appear to reproduce eye movements and
are motivated by the action that is occurring. Shots can also be developed to repro-
duce the movements of the characters within the set, originally using rails, hence the
tracking shot, or in @ more liberated way using a hand-held or a Steadicam camera,
walking the action. These shots give a strong sense of identity and place. For instance,
in Scorsese's Goodffellas, when Henry displays his power by entering a popular restaurant
through a side entrance and impresses both his girlfriend and us, by his capacity to
walk through the back passages, and the kitchen, acknowledged only by the most
important figures.

While such shots are perceived as naturalistic, and replicate the natural movements
of the eye. the use of the crane moves beyond this to display a degree of control by
the director of the world of the film. Such shots are in positions and involve movements
that are inaccessible 1o us on a day-to-day basis. Crane shots can take us from the
wide panorama of a scene 1o focus in on the object of our attention. In Hitchcock's
Mamie a crane shot at a party takes us from Marnie's point of view on the landing
above the expansive entrance hall of her husband's mansion to a close-up of her previous
employer, Strutt, who has the potential to expose her earfier misdeeds. While this shot
bears no relationship to any possible human movement towards Strutt, it reflects the
sense of powerlessness and inevitability felt by Marnie at that moment. The crane can
also be used lo dramatically reveal what has previously been hidden. In Once Upon a
Time in the West there is a connection between Harmonica and the villain Frank, although
this is not known by Frank. Only at the moment of death is this link established. In a
flashback, Hormonica is revealed as a boy in close-up, with the camera craning back
first to reveal his elder brother standing on his shoulders, and then literally suspended
by a noose from a ruined archway in the desert, waiting for the boy to weaken and
plunge the brother to his death, and finally Frank laughing. A similar effect is produced
in John Carpenter's Halloween where, lollowing a lengthy Steadicam shot from behind
a mask where the ‘camera’ searches through a house and discovers and kills two lovers,
the mask is removed revealing a small boy. The camera cranes back and upwards
stressing both the vulnerability of the child and the judgement of the local community.

While there has been a Loncenlrahon in the preceding pages on some of the mare
ubvnuus “effects of 1he camerd, the predmmnam slyle of Hollywood film-making is the
use of a camera which is largely invisible, with a predominance of shots within the
medium distance, ‘le shot American’, using very slight varations from the horizontal
shot, and involving limited camera movement, usually motivated by the action or the
interest of the characters. Yet every shot is selected from a range of possibilities, even
when it continues to appear to be the ‘natural’, the only, one.




