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INTRODUCTION

Here is a practical, comprehensive directing manual that speaks directly to those
who like to learn by doing. No matter what genre or screen medium you work
in, and whether you are learning inside an educational institution or out of one,
this new edition will occupy your head, heart, and hands with meaningful work.

Happily, new digital technology is making ever more practical the flexible
and personal approaches this book has always championed, and a formidable
body of work by modern masters shows the artistic gains available from im-
provisatory approaches and smaller equipment. As Samira Makhmalbaf, the
youngest director ever to present a work at Cannes, has said: “Three modes of
external control have historically stifled the creative process for the filmmaker:
political, financial, and technological. Today with the digital revolution, the
camera will bypass all such controls and be placed squarely at the disposal of

the artist.” Now, she says, cinema has become simple again and accessible to all.
And she is right.

WHAT CONCERNS THE DIRECTOR

With so many changes in technology, what should most concern a new director?
No single book can attempt to cover everything. It seems clear from the plethora
of unwatchable indie films that the conceptual and creative processes remain the
toughest challenge, so these are this book’s priority.

WHAT’S NEW IN THIS EDITION

This third edition is extensively revised and expanded in content. Naturally the
creative implications of the new digital technology are much in evidence, but
there are also new sections on the much-misunderstood subject of dramatic beats,
dramatic units, and the three-act structure. There is an expanded screen grammar
specifically for directors and more explicit information on the difference between
neutrally recording a fictional story and telling it instead as a spirited screen
storyteller. There are also new sections on the significance of the entrepreneurial
producer; the fruitful triangular relationship possible between screenwriter, direc-
tor, and producer; the significance of lines of tension in a scene and the potent
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but invisible axes a director must respect; the positive value of any documentary
training to fiction makers; the increasingly valuable art of pitching, or orally
proposing a story; the Dogme Group manifesto and the importance of setting
creative limitations; the dangers of embedded values in filmmaking and the ethics
of screen representation; sound design in screenwriting and beyond; and the
prospectus and sample reel as tools of communication in fundraising. Also new
is a section on right and wrong ways to subtitle.

There are entire new chapters on production design, breaking down the
script, procedures and etiquette on the set, shooting location sound, script con-
tinuity, preproduction meetings, and working with a composer.

A NEW AGE

Today’s films are more likely to thrust us into characters’ subjective, inner lives
using elliptical and impressionistic storytelling techniques. They are more in-
herently akin to music, employ a less linear narrative development, have more
subjective points of view, and are more often driven by their characters’ streams
of consciousness. More fluid editing, sound design, and intelligently used music
draw the audience into the visceral lives of the characters, as do the advances in
picture and sound reproduction in people’s homes. High-definition television and
high-fidelity sound promise a cinema-quality experience from the couch.

The long-dominant mode of Hollywood objective realism is in decline, like
the Hollywood studio system itself. But realism still dominates public taste and
presents a huge challenge to a new director, so it remains more central to this
book’s educational purposes than I would prefer.

LEARNING METHODS AND OUTCOMES ASSESSMENT

Learning to make films is like learning a musical instrument. You can’t do it with
either hands or intellect alone. You need an informed heart, a feel for the other
arts, and plenty of practice to internalize what you discover. For this reason
the book urges voluminous practical work. Because the why of filmmaking is as
important as the how, practice and self-development are integrated by a common
sense film grammar based on everyday perceptual experience.

The projects and exercises, so important to actualizing and reinforcing learn-
ing, have brief conceptual instructions, technical and artistic goals, and outcomes
assessment criteria to alert young directors and their teachers to their strengths
and weaknesses. Modern education looks not just at what the teacher puts into
the student but focuses now on defining and assessing the student’s expected
output. Students like the outcomes assessment method because it supplies an
explicit inventory of what to aim for. Circling scores for each criterion produces
a bar graph that reveals at a glance where the general areas of strength and weak-
ness lie. Teachers and students can use these levels of success as the basis for a
critical and constructive dialogue.

The assessment forms, formerly attached somewhat invisibly to the relevant
projects, are now gathered together in Appendix 1 (and can also be found at this
book’s companion web site, www.focalpress.com/companions/0240805178).
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This makes the way outcomes assessment methods work more evident and shows
by example how they can be written to cover any kind of project or exercise.
Also, Appendix 2 contains the Form and Aesthetics Questionnaire, which will
yield a useful overview of any project—past, present, or future.

PREPARATION VERSUS EXECUTION

You may wonder why a production manual devotes 16 chapters to the thought
and activities prior to preproduction. The answer comes from decades of teach-
ing and will be reiterated by anyone of similar immersion: most of the time, when
fiction screen works fail they do so not because they are badly filmed but because
the conceptual infrastructure to every aspect of the work is weak or nonexistent:

e The story’s world and its characters are not credible or compelling (which
requires lots of work to understand the processes of human perception, story
structure, dramaturgy, actors, and acting).

¢ There is no unity, individuality, or force of story concept (which means devel-
oping energy and originality in the writing, something worthwhile and
deeply felt to say, and a strong awareness of whatever in form, dramaturgy,
or sound and visual design can effectively launch a given idea in a fresh and
fitting cinematic form).

New students dive into learning screen techniques and technology in the belief
that only the mastery of hardware separates them from directing. But this is to
confuse learning a language with storytelling. Language facilitates telling stories,
but learning Russian, for example, won’t qualify you to captivate an audience.
Narrative skill in the dense and deceptive medium of film is a rare and little-
understood accomplishment. If it comes, it’s the result of completing a quantity
and variety of creative and analytic work (all represented in this book) and from
learning to think as a committed screen artist. Aspiring directors will advance
only if they come to grips with the notion that their artistic identity as a film-
maker is part of a lifelong endeavor that reaches into every aspect of their lives.
To the fun of practicing production crafts, then, you must add the pain and effort
it takes to assimilate the purposes and limitations of screenwriting; aesthetics and
their association with authorship; textual structure and interpretation; acting and
actors; and wise leadership of an ensemble, beginning with thorough, purpose-
ful, and demanding rehearsals.

Many beginners view all this reluctantly or impatiently, finding it unfamiliar,
fuzzy, and threatening to the ego. This, however, is the hidden four-fifths of the
iceberg and requires more explanation than do shooting and editing, which
today’s young people accomplish so easily and well. Hence, those 16 chapters.

FILM’S ARTISTIC PROCESS ENHANCED

The organization of this book suggests a rather idealized, linear process for film
production, but this is to help you find information in a hurry. In practice, the
process is organic, messy, and circular. Everything is connected to everything else
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and nothing done early ever seems finished or foreclosed. The director must be
ready to improvise, solve problems collaboratively with cast and crew, and see
crises not as mortal blows to the master plan but as opportunities in heavy
disguise. This guerilla approach to telling stories on the screen—normal in
documentary but antithetical to the assembly line traditions of the features
business—allows the low-budget independent to prosper and can lead directly to
cutting-edge creativity in film art. This is strikingly apparent in the digitally
enabled work of Mike Figgis, Steven Soderbergh, the Danish Dogme Group
(principally Lars Von Trier and Thomas Vinterberg), Wim Wenders, Spike Lee,
Michael Winterbottom, Gary Winock, Rick Linklater, and many others. For
speed and convenience in compositing, George Lucas shot his Star Wars: Episode
II Attack of the Clones using high-definition (HD) digital camcorders, and he
came out a convert to HD, having shot the equivalent of 2 million feet of film
in a third less shooting time and with $2.5 million saved in film costs.

LOCATING THE HELP YOU NEED

When any aspect of production reveals specific difficulties, try solving your
problem by going to:

e The checklist for the part that concentrates on that stage of production

e The chapters handling that area of activity, via the Table of Contents for the
part

e The Index

e The Glossary

e The Bibliography

e The Internet. Though a Web site guide is included, Web sites die and resur-
rect with bewildering speed, so be prepared to use a good search engine,

such as Google, to flush out sources of information. As always, cross check
any important information with other sources.

THANKS

Anybody who writes a book like this does so on behalf of the communities to
which they belong. These, in my case, number at least four—my college, inter-
national colleagues in the film teaching profession, my publishers, and my friends
and family.

Many ideas in this book grew from teaching relationships at Columbia College
Chicago and New York University with past and present students who are now so
numerous their names would halfway fill this book. I also benefited inestimably
from interaction, advice, and criticism from many dear colleagues, most recently
at Columbia’s Film/Video Department. Particular help for this and previous edi-
tions came from Doreen Bartoni, Robert Buchar, Judd Chesler, Gina Chorak, Dan
Dinello, Chap Freeman, T.W. Li, Emily Reible, Joe Steiff, and Diego Trejo, Jr.

That I mostly kept my sanity during four years of upheaval and changes as
chair of the Film/Video Department at Columbia College Chicago was particu-
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XV

larly owing to Ric and Eileen Coken, Charles Celander, Joan McGrath, Margie
Barrett, Sandy Cuprisin, and Micheal Bright. Thanks also to Wenhwa Ts’ao,
Chris Peppey, T.W. Li, Joan McGrath, and Sandy Cuprisin for help finding pic-
torial matter. Successive administrations have given our department an extraor-
dinary level of faith and material support, in particular Executive VP Bert Gall,
Dean Caroline Latta, Dean Doreen Bartoni, Provost Steve Kapelke, and three
successive presidents—the late Mike Alexandroff, who founded the college in its
modern form, and his successors Dr. John B. Duff and Dr. Warrick L. Carter.

I also want to thank my successor Bruce Sheridan, whose experience, energy,
wit, and wisdom in the chairmanship are taking the 2,100-strong Film/Video
Department community to new levels of achievement.

I learned greatly from the many impassioned teaching colleagues I encoun-
tered in the 14 countries where I have taught and from all the good work done
by those who organize and attend the conferences at CILECT (the International
Film Schools Association) and UFVA (University Film & Video Association of
North America). All of us, I think, feel we are slowly coming to grips with the
octopus of issues involved in teaching young people how to act on audiences
via the screen. Particularly must I thank Nenad Puhovsky, Henry Breitrose,
Joost Hunningher, and Aleksandar Todorovic for the invaluable help T got
from their 200-page report on behalf of CILECT’s Standing Committee on New
Technologies. Their report, and much else of value, can be found on CILECT’s
Web site (www.cilect.org).

Enduring thanks to my publishers, Focal Press. Thanks to Ken Jacobson for
advice on the book’s original substance, and Karen Speerstra, Marie Lee, and
most recently Elinor Actipis for unfailing support, encouragement, and great
publishing work.

Among friends and family in Chicago, thanks go to Tod Lending for teach-
ing me more about dramatic form and Milos Stehlik of Facets Multimedia for
pictorial assistance. Thanks also go out abroad to my son Paul Rabiger of
Cologne, Germany for our regular phone discussions and advice on composing
for film, and to my daughters Joanna Rabiger of Austin, Texas and Penelope
Rabiger of Jerusalem for far-ranging conversations on film, education, and much
else. Over four decades their mother, Sigrid Rabiger, has also influenced my beliefs
through her writings and practice in art therapy and education.

Lastly, undying appreciation to Nancy Mattei, my wife and closest friend,
who puts up with the solitary and obsessive behavior by which books of any sort
take shape and whose support and valuations keep me going and keep me right.

To anyone unjustly overlooked, my apologies. After all this help, any mis-
takes are mine alone.

Michael Rabiger, Chicago, 2003
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CHAPTER 1

THE JOB OF THE DIRECTOR

You are in love with the movies and want to try your hand at directing. This
book, written by someone who has spent many years helping people try their
wings, will help you. Affordable technology for learning by experiment is avail-
able and conditions for learning have never been better. Now the only way to
find out if and where you belong in filmmaking is to roll up your sleeves and
do it. This book is written with the firm belief that you learn best by doing,
either in a film school with fellow students or out of it working with a few
friends.

Becoming a good screen director demands a strong, clear identity in relation
to the world around you and a clear grasp of what drama is. Developing these
will figure very largely in this book. You will need other skills, too, but let’s first
examine the job and what the working environment is currently like for film-
makers. Whenever I speak of filmmakers and making film, I include film and
video production together because each is just a delivery medium drawing on a
common screen language.

THE CINEMA NOW

Cinema, at the start of the 21% century, is indisputably the great art form of our
time, the preferred forum for mass entertainment, and a major conduit for ideas
and expression. Occupying a status formerly monopolized by the novel, the
screen is now where dreams of every shape, hue, and meaning leap into the public
mind—crossing language and cultural barriers to excite hearts and minds as art
must, and as no medium has ever done before.

The cinema has earned this place because it is a collective, not an in-
dividualist’s, medium. Cinema production is a place of encounter, collabora-
tion, and compromise among writers, dramatists, actors, image and illusion
makers, choreographers, art directors, scene builders, sound designers, make-up
artists and costumers, musicians, editors, artists, and technicians of every
kind. They willingly yield the greater part of their lives to serve the screen story
in its many incarnations. To complete this Noah’s Ark, there are distributors,
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exhibitors, business people, financiers, and speculators. They make film-
making possible because they make sure it finds its audience, nationally and
internationally.

The medium gets its strength from the interplay at the center of its process.
Ingmar Bergman likens film production to the great undertaking in the Middle
Ages when large teams of craftsmen gathered to build the European cathedrals.
These were specialists who didn’t even leave us their names. The cinema, says
Bergman, is a collective endeavor with shared creativity out of which something
emerges that is greater than the sum of its parts. A similar process generated most
of the early theater and dramatic poetry whose inheritance, if you think of the
Arthurian legends and the tradition of romantic love, we are still using. So the
artist as an embattled individualist is a very recent invention and is not the only
or best source for enduring artwork.

LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

There has never been a better time to study filmmaking. The film industry thor-
oughly accepts that filmmakers of new talent will emerge from film schools and
that these students are more broadly educated, versatile, and capable of radically
developing the cinema than any preceding generation. Film school alumni have
created such a stellar track record that the question is no longer whether the
aspiring filmmaker should go to film school but only which one would be
suitable.

Film schools, so recently founded in comparison with those for other arts,
are usually good at teaching history and techniques. The better institutions try
to liberate their students to recognize their own experience and to express their
sharpest perceptions of the world around them. These schools are likely to be
those that include practicing professionals among their teachers, and place their
best students as interns in professional production.

That said, you can also teach yourself and develop a style and a film unit
without any film school backing. It’s difficult, but so is anything worthwhile.
Novices now have access to low-cost video equipment and stand in relation to
filmmaking as would-be musicians stood in relation to sound in the 1960s. From
such unprecedented access flowed a revolution in popular music that, in its turn,
accelerated profound social changes.

FILMMAKING TOOLS

The changing tools of filmmaking make this book’s approach ever more practi-
cal. Digital camcorders, digital audiotape (DAT) sound recorders and com-
puterized editing have slashed the cost of hands-on experience and massively
accelerated the student’s learning curve. Films shot and postproduced in the
digital domain are presently transferred at great expense to 35 mm film for pro-
jection in cinemas, but electronic projectors are appearing that improve on many
aspects of 35 mm. There is no weave in the image, colors do not deteriorate, the
print does not become scratched, and it cannot break. There are no changeovers
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between reels, and focus does not rely on the judgment of a projectionist. Sound
is phenomenal, and the entire show can be delivered to the home or cinema via
satellite, saving a fortune in shipping. Multiple languages are easier to support,
and cheating by exhibitors and piracy of bootleg copies will be more difficult.
The present barrier is the high cost of equipping new theaters, but this is a repeat
of the cost of re-equipping cinemas for sound in the 1920s. Digital systems will
some day soon rival the 65 mm Imax experience, which draws crowds with the
sheer exhilaration of the cinematic experience, just as they first came at the start
of the twentieth century.

As film production has moved beyond the control of the studio system, so
film financing and distribution show strong signs of becoming decentralized and
more like book publishing. With more diverse distribution available via video-
tape, DVD, and movies on demand through the Internet or satellite, more
productions will be “narrowcast” to more specialized audiences, just as book
production has been for centuries.

INDEPENDENT FILMMAKING

THE GOOD NEWS

The decade of the 1990s saw a steep rise in the number of “indie” or indepen-
dently financed and produced productions, and their Mecca was the
Sundance Film Festival. These movies now outpace studio productions in number
and sometimes quality, originality, and prizes, too. Digital production is some-
times replacing film because of its lower costs and greater flexibility. Notable
cinema productions shot digitally include: Thomas Vinterberg’s The Celebration
(1998), Lars von Trier’s The Idiots (1998), Mike Figgis’ Time Code (2000) and
Hotel (2001), Spike Lee’s The Original Kings of Comedy (2000), Rick Linklater’s
Waking Life (2001), Steven Soderbergh’s Full Frontal (2002), and George Lucas’
Star Wars 11 (2002). Lucas used Sony CineAlta high-definition video cameras and
pronounced them not only trouble-free but so liberating that he could not
imagine returning to shooting on film (Figure 1-1). You can find more news about
digital filmmaking at wiww.nextwavefilms.com.

THE BAD NEWS

These encouraging signs are offset by the mournful fact that most independent
features are unwatchable and never find a distributor. Better access to the screen
has produced a karaoke situation in which anyone can stand up and sing—
though the audience may not stay to listen. In Tommy Nguyen’s American
Cinematographer article “The Future of Filmmaking” (September 19, 2000),
cinematographer after cinematographer affirms a similar belief: Cinema tools
will change, but the art of the moving image is already well established and
controlling it can only improve. One after another they stress how necessary good
stories are and that they are in terribly short supply.

And so you and I squarely face the problem that follows any liberation:
How to use the new freedom effectively. How to prepare, how to exercise your
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FIGURE 1-1

The Sony CineAlta HD CAM ® HDW-F900 high-definition video camera.

capacities, how to train for the marathon. How not to run over the cliff with the
herd. That’s what this book is about. Let’s look at some sobering facts:

e Most film school recruits are unduly influenced by the occasional wun-
derkind who leaps, fully armed, from school to public prominence, and film
schools capitalize on this.

¢ Nothing is more hazardous to your future than a meteoric start.

e Everyone entering film school wants to direct. Baptismal ordeals show most
that they belong in one of the other craft skills.

e The insights and skills required to be a minimally competent director are
staggering.

¢ Becoming good enough to direct films for a living is a long, uncertain, and
uphill process.

e Most film school alumni who eventually direct take a decade or two working
their way up from editing, camerawork, or writing.

e It takes this long because directing requires a knowledge of life that most
20-somethings do not have until they are 40-something or more.

¢ Virtually nobody gets financial backing to direct without first having proved
themselves in one of the allied crafts.

e Reaching professional competency as a director takes about the same
amount of work and dedication as becoming a concert musician. Many are
called, few are chosen.

Like any long journey, you’ve got to really like the trek. Before you commit time
and funds to getting an education in filmmaking, read this book very carefully,
beginning immediately with Part 8: Career Track. Absorbing what it says will
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prepare you to use your whole period of education in preparation for work. Fol-
lowing what everyone else says or does by not planning ahead is not a wise move
because it guarantees you won’t be distinguishable. Most people follow along,
delay making important preparations and choices, and wake up to the realities
in the last year of their studies, or later still.

WHO CAN DIRECT

Directors come in all human types—tall, short, fair, dark, introvert, extrovert,
loquacious, taciturn, male, female, gay, straight. Today anyone with something
to say and access to modest production equipment can direct a movie of some
kind—that is no longer the barrier. To be successful means having inventiveness
and tenacity, an ability to get the best out of a team, a strong sense of vision,
and an abiding love for the process of making films. In a multi-disciplinary
medium requiring strong social skills, as well as intellect and character, it
is seldom possible to predict who will emerge as truly capable. More men
than women presume to have these qualities, but happily this is changing.
Film school entry tests are far from definitive, as many a working director will
attest. If you are turned down and deeply want to direct, find another way. Do
not give up.

The best way to prove your capacity is to just do it. Making cinema, like
swimming or dancing, is not something you can learn from theory but something
you have to do over and over again—until you get it right.

This book assumes you are without prior knowledge of the component crafts,
so you will need to acquire some screencraft basics. It contains many projects to
develop your directing skills, but no instructions for operating equipment. For
this, many good manuals exist (see the Bibliography). Don’t listen to those who
say you must learn the tools before you can have anything to say. People, not
tools, make films. In the beginning, don’t agonize over form, techniques, or
polish; if you can find something to say, you will figure out better and better ways
to say it.

You will have to reverse the abstract, literary thinking of a lifetime, and
instead practice getting strongly visualized stories together. This material—
usually, though not invariably, a screenplay—will need to be thoroughly felt,
comprehended, and believed in. Then you will need a competent crew, a well-
chosen cast, and the skills and strength of character to get the best out of every-
body. You will need to understand actors’ frames of reference and the various
states of consciousness they pass through. For directing means bringing together
people of very different skills and mentality. It will be a struggle to keep every-
one going while you hold onto your initial vision.

A good director knows how to keep demanding more from the cast and crew
while making each person feel special and valuable to the whole. After shooting,
you need the skill, persistence, and rigor in the cutting room to work and rework
the piece with your editor until the notes have become the concerto. Never ever
let anyone tell you that you do or don’t have talent. Patience and hard work are
infinitely more important than talent, which is always ephemeral.

For all this you need the self-knowledge, humility, and toughness that com-
mands respect in any leader. You will have to know your troops, lead by example,



ARTISTIC IDENTITY

and understand how to fulfill the emotional, psychological, and intellectual needs
of the common person—that is, your audience. Happily, the members of that
audience are a lot like you.

Expecting to find all these qualities in one human being is a tall order.
The beginner confronting all those skills often feels like an inept juggler. Your
first efforts (of which you were so proud) soon embarrass you with their flat
writing, amateurish acting, and turgid dramatic construction. If you are doing
this outside a film community, reliable guidance may be hard or even impossible
to find.

This book, thoroughly and exhaustively used, can be your best friend because
it has advice, examples, and explanations to cover most predicaments. It cannot,
however, provide the perseverance and faith in yourself that characterize those
who prosper in the arts and crafts. This you must supply.

PARTICULARLY FOR THE EXCLUDED

Like many desirable professions, filmmaking has long been a white male pre-
serve, but women and minorities are infiltrating and bringing their blessedly dif-
ferent ways of seeing. Is this you? My hope is that your sensibility and real-life
experience will dislodge the sick preoccupation with power and violence that
presently dominates mass culture. Apologists claim that entertainment does not
lead society but reflects it. Were this true, advertising would fail. Of course
appetites can be created by endlessly repeating the same ideas and iconic images.
But just as pornography temporarily fascinates societies newly emerged from
repression, so the present obsession with violence could have something to do
with widespread feelings of powerlessness. After the real violence of September
11, 2001, in New York, guns disappeared from American cinema advertising and
reappeared in Afghanistan. Coincidence?

In every era it will take new voices and new visions to show us who we really
are. Are you ready?

WITH LOW BUDGETS IN MIND

Most who use this book will be working with modest equipment and slender
budgets. Take this as a badge of honor, for you can still make excellent films
without elaborate settings or expensive props, costumes, equipment, or special
effects. The ability to make much out of little is a vital one and shows up through-
out cinema history. For this reason, most film examples in this book come from
classic or modern low-budget cinema.

SHORT FILMS OR LONGER?

Anyone serving on a festival jury discovers that most films bare their short-
comings in two or three shots. Within as many minutes the whole panoply of
strengths and weaknesses is complete. The jury wonders (sometimes aloud) why
people don’t stop at 5 minutes instead of taking a mind-numbing 50. The message
is clear: Short films require their makers to conquer the full range of production,
authorship, and stylistic problems poetically and in a small compass. The
economy lies in shooting costs and editing time, not in brainwork, for you must
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still establish characters, time, place, and dramatic situation and set tight limits
on the subject. These are tough skills to learn. They take much thought and prac-
tice but pay off handsomely as you approach longer forms. Poets always do well
in longer forms, whether they are plays, novels, or films.

Getting your work seen is the precursor to getting your abilities valued, and
two good short films have far more chance of a festival showing than one long
one. Film schools are not the best place to learn brevity because students and
faculty alike are drawn to the medium by features, and film schools mostly use
features as examples. Students not attuned to the merits of brevity invariably
make what I think of as zeppelins—enormously long films without weight,
beauty, or agility. There is a special section, called Short Forms, in Chapter 16
with a list of suggested films. Short films, whether you like it or not, will be your
calling card, so you may want to look for recent examples on the Internet.

FILM OR VIDEO?

Passions still run high over what medium to use, so it is worth running over the
pros and cons—especially as they affect the way you learn. Shooting a feature
film on high-definition (HD) video saves 20-35% of the time and some of the
money needed to use camera stock. For features, 35 mm film is still the preferred
camera medium, even though postproduction now takes place almost wholly in
the digital domain. Film currently records a more detailed image and has a nicer
look, but this superiority only shows up in a well-equipped, well-run film theater,
and most are neither. Because so much viewing is in the home and on video, the
superiority of film is a moot point unless all the other attributes such as writing,
acting, and staging are of an equally high order. Directing methods are identical
for film and video, so only the scale of operations and path to completion are
likely to differ.

Historically, anything shot on film has been widely regarded as of higher class
than video, so film has been the medium of choice for the festival circuit (where
most short films begin and end their careers). But as videomakers learn to shoot
and edit to cinema standards of economy, this prejudice is waning. Audience con-
sumption patterns will inevitably influence future production methods. Pornog-
raphy, for instance, is a huge market that is cheaply produced using small digital
cameras. Customers don’t expect spectacle because their interests are, um, strictly
local. For the large, bright, detailed image that characterizes the cinema, film has
been a necessity, but the latest video projection is comparable to, or even exceeds,
35mm quality. Should movies on demand really arrive—downloadable from
satellite, cable, or the Internet—the cinema experience will become ever more
widely and cheaply available, and primarily in the home. Home theaters will
draw audiences away from the cinema unless the theaters can indeed offer the
kind of spectacular experience that Imax now does. Though cinemas may have
to specialize in spectacle, more and more films will be needed to feed the rest of
the entertainment monster, and they will have to be made on ever lower budgets.
Those who do well in the low-budget area will graduate to larger budget
productions.

Let’s look at the ground level, where you come in. Digital video allows the
filmmaker-in-training to shoot ample coverage and edit to broadcast standards
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without much regard for expense. The major costs are acquiring the story and
paying the cast and crew. This is revolutionary because it democratizes film pro-
duction. Though 35 mm film is still special and wonderful, the digitizing, editing,
and matchback process (in which digital numbers become the sole guide to
cutting the negative) can be complex and prone to irreversible mistakes. Until
recently, most video editing was offline, that is, editing was done initially at a
low resolution to cram a lot of screen time on a restricted computer hard disk.
You worked to produce an artistically viable fine cut but of degraded technical
quality. Once this was achieved, an Edit Decision List (EDL) was used to re-
digitize selected sections of the camera’s original tape at high resolution to
produce a fine-quality final print.

With computer storage capacities going up and prices coming down, it’s now
quite possible to store a whole production digitally in the highest quality form
and edit a broadcast-quality version in one process. This means that with some
experience and a lot of drive, you can use small-format digital video to produce
sophisticated work. This you can use to argue persuasively for support in a more
expensive format like HD video or film. What matters most is getting as much
filmmaking experience as possible.

WHY USING HOLLYWOOD AS A MODEL CAN'T WORK
FOR BEGINNERS

To appreciate how you learn best, let’s compare the professional feature team’s
process with that of a lean, independent production. The differences show up in
schedules and budgets. Priorities in feature films are mostly set by economic
factors, not artistic ones: Scriptwriting is relatively inexpensive and can take time,
while actors, equipment, and crew are very costly. Actors are cast for their ability
to produce something usable, immediate, and repeatable. Often the director must
shoot a safe, all-purpose camera coverage that can be “sorted out in the cutting
room” afterward.

Locked into such a production system, the director has little option but to
fight narrowly for what he (only rarely she) thinks is achievable. It is hardly
surprising that Hollywood-style films, too profitable to change from within,
are often as packaged and formulaic as supermarket novels, and reflect this
onscreen. A box office success can return millions to its backers in a few weeks,
so a producer will sooner back the standard process than the new or the
personal.

Consider how professionals acquire and maintain their craft skills. During a
feature shoot, about 100 specialists carry forward their particular part of the
communal task, each having begun as an apprentice in a lowly position and
having worked half a lifetime to earn senior levels of responsibility. Many come
from film families and absorb the mindset that goes with the job with their orange
juice. Apprenticeship is a vital factor in the continuity of skills, but it’s also a
conditioning force that deeply discourages self-evaluation and change. None of
this is evident to the newcomer, or to the old-timer who grew up in the indus-
try. Both think a film school should naturally emulate the professional system.
But it cannot and should not.
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Production aspect 90-minute, low-budget Typical 30-minute
professional feature student film

Script development period 6 months- several years, 2—-6 months, probably two
innumerable drafts drafts only

Preproduction period 4-12 weeks 3-5 weeks

Rehearsal period Little or none 0-7 days

Shooting period 6—12 weeks 7-15 days

Postproduction period 4—6 months 3—-14 months

Format 35 mm 16 mm or DVCAM

Budget $8 million $35,000

FIGURE 1-2

Typical professional and student productions compared.

Take a look at the beginner’s production schedule in Figure 1-2. The big
giveaway is the postproduction period. Enormous time and effort is spent in the
cutting room trying to recover from problems embedded in the script (beyond
the writer’s or director’s experience), inadequate acting (poor casting and/or
insufficient rehearsal), and inconsistent shooting (hasty, too much coverage early,
or too little later). With this example I mean only to warn, not to discourage or
disparage. The poor director had to control a slew of unfamiliar variables and
could not have helped but underestimate the process.

VITAL DIFFERENCES FOR THE LOW-BUDGET FILMMAKER

Because the low-budget (or no-budget) production seldom has a wide choice
of crew or actors, the director must use methods that shape non-professionals
into a well-knit, accomplished team. Non-professional actors need extended
rehearsals in which to develop empathy with their characters and the confidence
and trust in the director that alone give their performances conviction and
authority.

Perhaps you have seen these masterpieces in international cinema that use
non-professional actors:

Italy
¢ Luchino Visconti: La Terra Trema (1948)
e Vittioria De Sica: The Bicycle Thief (1948), Umberto D (1952)
e Francesco Rosi: Salvatore Giuliano (1961)

France
e Robert Bresson: Pickpocket (1959); Balthazar (1966), Mouchette (1967)

Iran
e Abbas Kiarostami: Where is the Friend’s House? (1987); Taste of Cherry
(1997)
Bahram Beizai: Bashu, the Little Stranger (1991)
Mohsen Makhmalbaf: Gabbeh (1996)
Jafar Panahi: The White Balloon (1995)
Bahman Ghobadi: A Time for Drunken Horses (2000)
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Extraordinary performances in these films are from non-professional actors, some
of whom are Iranian or Kurdish villagers, nomadic tribespeople, or Italian
peasants. Under such circumstances the director cannot afford to be immovable
about the script: Cast limitations require that it be responsive to the actor rather
than vice versa. Strictly speaking, a script is only a blueprint and by its literary
nature impossible to fulfill except through intelligent (which means flexible)
translation. You can minimize these shortcomings by choosing a subject and
treatment that require no elaborate events or environments. You can schedule
more time for rehearsal (if you know how to use it), and so on. But setting the
whole low-budget situation alongside big-industry norms, it is overwhelmingly
apparent that low-budget filmmakers absolutely must work differently, set dif-
ferent priorities, and use special strategies if they are to convert initial handicaps
into advantages.

ALTERNATIVE ROUTES IN THIS BOOK

To aim at professional-level results, you must use trial and error as a develop-
mental process and find strength from experiment. As we shall see, a convincing
human presence on the screen is only achieved (by amateur and professional actor
alike) when the director can see the actors’ problems and remove the blocks
causing them. Left undisturbed, these obstacles always sabotage the entire film,
no matter how glossy the rest of the production process might be.

The development processes outlined in this book create bonds among
members of the ensemble and give the director and writer (if they are indeed
two people rather than one) a positive immersion in the singularities of each cast
member. The director must, in turn, be ready to adapt and transform the script
to capitalize on cast members’ individual potentials. What the Hollywood film-
making army does with its marines and machines can be matched if the low-
budget filmmaker enters the fray as a guerrilla combatant using cautious, oblique,
and experimental tactics. Once this principle of organic, mutual accommodation
is accepted, the rest of the process follows logically and naturally.

Actually, there is nothing in this book that is radical or untried. A little
reading will show how similar strategies have served major names like Allen,
Altman, Bergman, Bresson, Cassavetes, Fassbinder, Fellini, Herzog, Leigh, Loach,
Resnais, Soderbergh, and Tanner, as well as the other directors mentioned
previously who chose to use non-professional casts.

ABOUT DRAMATIC PRESENTATION AND DIRECTING

The director’s main task in relation to actors is often misunderstood. It is not
to spur actors into doing the extraordinary but rather to give feedback and
remove myriad psychological and other obstacles. These block both the ordinary
and the extraordinary from happening. Effective screen acting lies not in a range
of arcane techniques but in their absence. When an actor is relaxed, honest
to his or her emotions, and free of misconceptions, he or she is no longer acting
but being, a far more powerful condition. A misguided self-image, for instance,
can put actors’ attentions in the wrong place and make them behave unnaturally.
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The normal psychological defenses that everyone develops are therefore a
major barrier to relaxed acting, and even more so are popular ideas about acting
itself.

Novice actors in particular—and even trained actors who should know
better—often feel they must produce something heightened to merit attention.
Instead of just being, players discharge their responsibility onscreen by “sig-
nifying,” which means projecting thought and emotion. This is thought-laden
and artificial and precludes any of the true experiencing that makes a stage
or screen performance “live.” Self-critical and divided even as he or she acts,
another part of the actor anxiously watches, criticizes, and plans the next phase
of the performance. The camera pitilessly reveals the truth about this divided
and unnatural state of affairs. Michael Caine presents some compellingly
illustrated arguments on this and other aspects of his craft in Acting in Film:
an Actor’s Take on Movie-Making (BBC TV tape, New York: Applause Theatre
Publishers, 1990).

When actors “signify,” it is not necessarily because of inexperience or mis-
guided effort. The impulse to stylize dramatic material has a long and respectable
history in live theater where performance is often non-naturalistic. Until modern
staging and lighting arrived in the 19" century, stage performance made little
attempt to be naturalistic. Greek drama was played in masks that concealed the
actors’ psychological identity and projected archetypal human qualities like
nobility, wisdom, or greed. Japanese Kabuki theater used elaborate, ritualized
costumes and an operatic verbal delivery that, as in Western opera, invites the
audience to attach to the groundswell of human passions beneath the surface.
Likewise, medieval Christian mystery plays, mime, mummers, and the Italian
commedia del arte all employed traditional characters, gestures, episodes, and
situations. All of this was deliberately non-realistic and not concerned with the
actors’ psychological identities.

Why should the person of the actor be concealed, yet the interpretation of a
stock character be so prized by audiences? Prior to the Renaissance the very idea
of individual worth was a vanity amounting to blasphemy against God’s purpose.
The transience of life and the religious tenets that explained this bleak state of
affairs made people see themselves as ephemera in a God-determined whole. A
life was just a brief thread in God’s great tapestry, with each individual destined
to carry out a role allotted by accident of birth but conditioned by such human
constants as ambition, compassion, love, and jealousy. Realistic presentation, at
least to a small audience, was never impossible, but it’s clear that verisimilitude
and psychological accuracy were irrelevant to the predicament audiences knew
as their own.

With the focus shifting toward the potential of the individual that began
during the Renaissance, and particularly after the impact of Darwin in the
19" century, audiences were increasingly interested in investigating the sig-
nificance of the individual life and willing to see it as a struggle for survival,
rather than as a temporary stay during which to earn merit for an afterlife.
Writers increasingly reflected ideas about the individual’s inner life and about his
(rarely her) individually wrought destiny. Acting styles were, however, slower
to change and remained declamatory and stylized as late as the early phase of
the movies.
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In early 20"-century Russia, just after the revolution, came a time of bold
rethinking in the arts, allied with advances in psychology. Stanislavsky developed
the modern theory of the actor’s consciousness that underlies any distinctive per-
formance. The advent of the sound cinema brought audiences eyeball to eyeball
with the grisly remains of feigned naturalism, and both actors and dramatists
were forced to give new attention to what could pass as a credible human
interchange.

Modern audiences now expect screen characters to be as believable as people
captured unaware in a documentary. So unless a film strives for a subjectively
perceived environment (as in German Expressionist cinema of the 1920s and
1930s or any of the non-realist modern genres such as horror or slapstick
comedy), audiences expect to encounter real people behaving realistically in real
settings. This, so easy to understand, is exceptionally hard to produce.

Rightly or wrongly, the preponderance of cinema aims at the appearance of
verisimilitude, so the student director’s priority should be to handle realism. Done
well, it looks effortless, and students make the fatal mistake of thinking this must
come from using a professional camera. But a camera only magnifies: A good
performance is made larger, and a bad one looks larger, too.

Filmmaking compels a circuitous artifice to arrive at the effortless and
natural. With shooting fragmented by lighting changes, talent availability, and
budget, cinema is not even a good training ground for actors. The best usually
come from strong theater backgrounds, where the continuity of performance and
the closed loop of communication with an audience have made them trust their
own instincts. The film actor, on the other hand, must perform in fits and starts.
No audience feedback is possible during filming because only the director, crew,
and other actors are present. The actor must, in any case, dismiss the director
and crew from consciousness while the camera is rolling.

Acting for the camera should be like living life without knowing you are
watched. The camera sees everything, spying at close range upon characters in
their most private and intense moments. Actors can afford no lapse in experi-
encing their characters’ inmost thoughts and feelings. Such a lapse, called losing
focus, is immediately visible. Focused actors can shut out the technical process.
During his apprentice days, Aidan Quinn did an improvised scene of consider-
able power with a woman actor in a directing class of mine. It was taped docu-
mentary style (more about this later). During a long and very intense scene, the
camera snaked around the actors and came within two or three feet of them.
After the student director called “cut,” the actors took deep breaths as they
returned to the present, and then said, “We should have taped that one.” They
had been utterly unaware of the camera’s presence.

As in documentary, the camera-as-witness and a determined director will
compel actors to make a choice between focusing on tasks at hand or becoming
disengaged and self-conscious. The actor either stands outside the situation and
observes from a position of safety what is being presented (which is disastrous)
or he or she jumps in and undergoes a series of actual and sometimes scary
emotions that blot out everything extraneous to the character. Movie actors can
seldom wear a mask, either actual or psychological. Instead they must go naked
and merge with the part—whether that character is good or bad, attractive or
ugly, intelligent or stupid. This does not mean that actors’ intelligences are
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switched off. Far from it: Actors in focus are both inside their characters and still
somewhat aware as a craftsperson from the outside.

Here we face a problem that is particularly acute in love scenes: how to
behave spontaneously and have real emotions before camera and crew in take
after take. This throws formidable demands upon the actor’s concentration, ego,
and self-assurance, for it is unacceptable to merely signify villainy, impersonate
weakness, or mime erotic attraction. The actor has to dig deeply into his or
her own emotional range in order to uncover whatever is demanded. Many are
afraid, and all have areas of fear. Searching within for an “unpopular” or reveal-
ing emotion, the actor may have to confront embarrassing or even hateful aspects
of the self. Ralph Fiennes, who so powerfully played the Nazi camp commander
Amon Goeth in Spielberg’s Schindler’s List (1993), found his part emotionally
excruciating because he despised his character so much. Some of the Polish extras
hired to play townspeople are said to have wept after having to yell anti-Semitic
abuse at actors playing Jewish prisoners.

A further threat to the actor’s ego may be that of accepting and building
upon critical feedback from an undemocratic audience of one: the director. A
far-ranging, seemingly effortless performance onscreen will thus be the result of
an extraordinarily disciplined mind drawing widely upon its owner’s emotional
experience. For actor and director to achieve such a performance, they must trust
and respect each other as they navigate a minefield of fascinating problems
together.

ON MASKS AND THE FUNCTION OF DRAMA

There is an important purpose behind stylized theater’s masks and stock char-
acterizations. By screening out the banal, psychological identity of the actors,
these devices encourage us to fill in the details from our imaginations. This type
of theater gives us characters held at a distance so we look not for specific human
attractiveness or malevolence but for the immeasurably richer beauty and terror
seen by our own imagining minds. Ancient dramatists discovered something the
infant cinema has to learn—that dramatic art can only fulfill its potential if
it evokes universals. It is insufficient to simulate reportage; it must evoke the
audience’s co-creation.

In various ways throughout this book I shall seek to demonstrate a curious
and little-appreciated fact: A cinema audience does not really go to see the film
but goes to see into itself, to imagine, think, and feel as others may do. Its
members go to become other, just for a while. This is like the reader of a novel
who reads not to see language or print, but to participate in that structured,
waking, and intensely speculative dreaming that we call reading. Film, with its
hypnotic appeal to the senses, has often been likened to dreaming.

Here we collide head-on with the cinema’s limitation. The prosaic realism of
the camera, showing literally and to the last open pore whatever is placed before
it, constantly threatens to pull us away from myth and back into the material
and banal. Used unintelligently, the camera conveys a glut of the real and lets
nothing become metaphorical or metaphysical. This is a severe handicap for an
art medium. Think of the phrase, “She was incomparably beautiful.” How can
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FIGURE 1-3

Carné’s Children of Paradise, a story of unattainable love based on the Pierrot and
Columbine archetypes (courtesy Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive).

you possibly show incomparable beauty? Films that successfully break out of the
stockade of realism always connect us to myth and archetype. These are the stock
of tragi-comic human equations constructed somewhere in the distant past that
unfailingly trigger our deeper emotions. The character of Garance in Marcel
Carné’s The Children of Paradise (1945) will be undyingly lovely as long as one
print survives and one audience member lives to see her (Figure 1-3). This is not
just because the actress, Arletty, is beautiful or because the black-and-white cin-
ematography and the lighting are unearthly, but because her enigmatic character
hides so much. She is the legendary character of Columbine reborn, the fickle,
unattainable, free spirit whom poor Pierrot can never hold because he’s too fool-
ishly sincere and earthbound. In short, she evokes the poignancy of our own
unattained loves.

DEVELOPING CINEMA ART

A progressive cinema activates the audience’s imagination, opening up interior
spaces and questions that can only be filled from the hearts and minds of the
viewers. Here we are talking not just about withholding full perception but about
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a cinematic language that shows less so it can imply more about the crucial ambi-
guity of human character and theme. Only thus can a narrative direct the
audience toward something of greater worth than the superficial, sensational, or
polemical. We are talking about looks, glances, averted profiles, turned backs,
enigmatic silences, the suggestive voices of nature, and of primeval landscapes
inhabited or abandoned by humans. We are talking of a narrative art that can
alert us to what exists at the very edges of our perception, and beyond.

The more the cinema invites the audience to dream, exercise their judgment,
and draw on their own instincts, the more it approaches the emotional release
of music or matches the intellectual power of literature.

The cinema is several arts rolled into one, and to develop your potential as
an artist you need to look for component parts that lie outside cinema. You will
have to step back in time to consider how other arts function and how they act
upon us, and you will need strong, clear, and critical ideas about your contem-
poraries and their time. This, the core of artistic identity and the story material
it chooses, will be the subject of the next two chapters.

THE AUTEUR AND AUTHORIAL CONTROL

This book, intended to take you from beginner to advanced levels of film-
making, may seem to offer many encouragements to auteur filmmaking. This
term was coined in the 1950s during the French New Wave and refers to the
writer/director wanting to exercise an integrated control across the spectrum of
the writing and realization processes. Such control can only be exercised when
you have thoroughly internalized how work of depth and resonance is created,
how screen works become individual, and how the narrative form itself might be
expanded and developed.

In filmmaking of any technical complexity, the auteur concept is just that—
a concept and not a reality. However, generations reared in the Romantic tradi-
tion of the artist as the isolated and controlling individualist have confused
directing films with exercising total control. But how can a director control the
characters as a novelist does while leading a team of near-equals?

Curiously, the nearest thing to auteur exists at the beginner level, when you
can do it all yourself, and again—but differently—at the pinnacles of accom-
plishment in the world film industry. It doesn’t hold in the middle ground. A
typical evolution begins in film school where the filmmaker starts as a Renais-
sance figure: writing, shooting, and editing a tiny film. Then, wanting to produce
more sophisticated work, he or she has to divide up the tasks among people spe-
cializing in one of several crafts. The director comes to specialize in, say, editing.
Competently handled, this becomes his or her bridge into the film industry where
our filmmaker initially makes a slender living as a freelancer. Eventually becom-
ing a respected specialist, the director becomes known and established and his
or her living less precarious. Through years of working and continuous learning,
the drive to direct results in an opportunity, but early directing work is neces-
sarily cautious and commercial, for death at the box office means plunging down
the ladder again. With two or three modest successes, our director, like someone
standing up in a boat, expands cautiously into more personally meaningful work.
Even when limited by survival instincts and money interests to doing popular
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work, the astute director can flex artistic muscle and learn to control the medium.
This is even true to a more limited degree in commercials.

As our greying director gains a mature command of the medium, and as the
path of his or her life reveals what he or she has to say through the work, audi-
ences begin to thrill to an exciting authorial identity at work. The filmmaker who
in film school had total control over a very small film now has perceived control
in an immensely expensive and popularly significant medium. The auteur seems
to have re-emerged, driving a better car. In fact this same person is humbled from
years of teamwork, and would be embarrassed to proclaim him or herself an
auteur—even though the director will never have more authority. Those heart-
felt thanks during Academy Awards given to the team are no meaningless ritual.
They acknowledge the true source of creativity in a collaborative art form.

DRAMATURGY ESSENTIALS

BEATS, THE KEY TO UNDERSTANDING DRAMA

What drama is and how you make it are for some reason almost universally mis-
understood. It’s the single most disabling ignorance. The problem seems to arise
from unexamined assumptions lodged, virus fashion, somewhere in popular
culture. Faced with making drama, most people use it to make escapist enter-
tainment or to supply moral improvement that illustrates right and wrong. Both
approaches produce typical characters in typical situations who have typical
problems. The result is depiction, explanation, and boring stereotypes but not
drama. Ideologically driven work, unless artfully packaged to make it stylish,
witty, futuristic, or frightening, is something audiences simply reject from long
experience of clumsy salesmanship. They know it from preaching, political,
polemic, and advertising propaganda.

In a more innocent time, medieval morality plays used this approach to
elevate consciousness by showing the life of a saint dealing with temptation and
the struggle between good and evil. Epic morality plays in the cinema, like George
Lucas’ Star Wars (1977) or Peter Jackson’s 2001 adaptation of Tolkien’s Lord of
the Rings, rely on spectacle, a strong plot, and special worlds involving journeys
in space, androids, puppets, creature costumes, or computer animation to deflect
our attention from the simplistic nature of the underlying messages. By making
their stories as epic fables, and by using distancing devices, the plots can be
clothed, and we are ready to contemplate notions of courage, loyalty, power,
evil, and the other grand abstractions that seem to perennially inhabit human
Imagination.

But the low-budget filmmaker faces more immediate and universal problems.
Not having intergalactic space available, unable to afford even a spade-full of
Middle Earth, he or she must instead find drama in the familiar. For this we turn
to methods of finding drama all around us, which often means the problems of
family and work relationships. This alerts us to the usefulness of the dramatic
arc worked out by Greek playwrights 2500 years ago.

First, however, we should talk about the dramatic unit and its key compo-
nent, the beat, which, by the way, has nothing to do with rhythm, nor does it,
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as some screenplay usages suggest, mean a moment of rest. A beat is a moment
of dramatic fulcrum, a changed awareness following mounting pressures that
have culminated in a changed balance of forces. That awareness can reside in
one of the characters or in the audience when they understand more than the
characters.

INTRODUCING THE GOBLIN TEASMADE™

This heartbeat of drama is something few people outside acting understand.
When film students grasp what a beat is and how to use it, they have a sense of
revelation. I will illustrate the notion of a beat by describing the action of that
iconic gadget, still to be found in British bed and breakfast establishments, the
Goblin Teasmade™. This automatic tea maker, first brought forth in 1902 by an
enterprising gunsmith, is perfect to illustrate a dramatic unit culminating in a
beat. Here’s how it works:

Before bed, the brave user fills a metal canister with water, puts dry tea in a china
teapot, places them side by side and sets an electric clock for wake-up time. At
the appointed hour, the clock silently turns on a heater. Initial rumbles soon turn
to hissing as the water comes to a thunderous boil and decants itself by steam
pressure into the adjacent teapot. The water, shifting weight from one vessel to
the other, tilts a platform that turns off the current. The shaken guest then ven-
tures out from under the covers to enjoy a fresh pot of tea.

Can you see the beat in this machine’s performance? It’s not when the cur-
rent switches on, or when the water heats up, for those are the preliminaries.
The beat comes at the moment of maximum threat when the shifting weight
of water audibly switches the contraption off. At that moment the guests per-
ceive the change that renders the machine harmless and themselves safe
to enjoy another day. The full Goblin Teasmade story can be found at
www.teasmade.com/models.hbtm/, and yes, people collect these things.

Dramatic scenes center on someone with an agenda—something this person
wants to get or do. Our guests, being British to the core, want to wake up to a
nice hot cup of tea. The scene becomes dramatic because there is some degree of
conflict. Getting tea means running the gauntlet of steam power, and the guests
are intimidated by the explosive nature of the tea’s arrival. Dramatic scenes
require there to be a problem. The problem here is that a modest desire to have
tea appears to be life-threatening, and the users suffer feelings of fight or flight
that reach their zenith at the machine’s moment of maximum activity. Now any
major change of consciousness in one (or more) of the characters in a scene is a
beat. The beat may be subtle, comic, or melodramatically extreme, but it repre-
sents a definite forward step up drama’s developmental ladder. In the Teasmade
scenario, the beat can be placed at the moment of realization that the threat has
passed, tea is served, and the war is won.

Now see if you can spot the two beats in this little narrative:

Two bleary and unshaven men, George and Phil, sprawl in a rusty Dodge full of
empty beer cans as they drive across a hot, empty landscape. They notice that
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the car is running on Empty and hope to make it to a gas station they can see
in the distance. But the old clunker coughs to a halt before they get there.

Excitable George curses fate and pounds the steering wheel, but phlegmatic
Phil steps into the blinding sunlight and walks to the gas station, where he asks
for a can of gas.

Don, the sleepy youth on duty, says they don’t keep cans. So Phil and George,
sweating and cursing, have to push the creaking behemoth to the pumps, where
they fill up and then drive away exhausted.

What is the agenda, what is the problem, and where do the major changes of
consciousness occur? George and Phil’s agenda is simply to get wherever they are
going. Their problem is that they are running out of gas and must find more.
One beat happens when the car dies short of the gas station. This intensifies their
problem and changes its nature. No longer can they get the car to the gas, now
they must get gas to the car. George howls at the gods but Phil adapts to this,
and puts a new plan in action—to get a little gas in a can so they can drive the
last few hundred yards. The second beat comes when Phil realizes from Don’s
answer that his plan has failed, and he cannot take gas to the car. This raises the
question, “Now what will they do?” It is answered when the narrative jumps
forward to them implementing their solution, which is to push the car to the gas
(the dramatic terminology is italicized so you see how it’s used).

What is the conflict in this scene? Surely it’s two shiftless guys up against the
heavy, inert car. We see it played out as a Herculean struggle, and the resolution
comes when they arrive panting at the pump and are able to fill the car and drive
onward to further pursue their agenda.

We therefore have several dramatic units, each posing questions in the spec-
tator’s mind, which is always the key to effective drama:

Unit 1 establishes that they are running out of gas. Q: Will they make it? A:
No, they won’t, and the problem escalates when the car dies. This dramatic
unit ends at the first beat when they realize this. Q: How will they solve the
problem?

Unit 2 deals with the answer, how they adapt to the new circumstances. After
some heated discussion involving mutual blaming, Phil steps out into the
roasting heat and walks to the gas station. The next beat comes after a brief
discussion during which Phil realizes that this plan won’t work either. Q:
What he will do?

Unit 3 jumps forward in time to show the answer: pushing the heavy car in

stages into the forecourt where they can fill up. Q: Do they even have money
to fill the tank?

Unit 4 is the answer, or resolution to the scene as they drive away with the
problem solved. Q: What will happen to them next?

Notice the question-and-answer dialogue activated in the audience’s minds. This
is inherent in good storytelling and can be traced in any skillful telling of a joke.
Laying bare the dramatic components of any scene means answering the fol-
lowing questions, which I have applied to our travelers George and Phil:
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Main character is. . .. [Phil, because he takes the main action and
develops most]

Agenda is . . . [To complete their journey]

Problem or issue is . . . [George’s lack of foresight means they run out
of fuel]

Conlflict is between . . . [Between men and machine, between fallible,

imperfect human beings and the unforgiving
demands of their journey]

Complicating factors are ... [Car dies far from gas station, nobody can bring
gas, and no help is available]

Beats are.. .. [See previous discussion in text]

Resolution is . . . [Expending superhuman energy to refill tank,
driving onward]

Dramatic units are . . . [See previous discussion in text]

You can remember this with a mnemonic device in the letters bold-printed above:
MAP CC BiRD.
A dramatic unit can be likened to the tree-felling process. It includes:

* Defining the problem (needing to cut down the tree)

¢ Overcoming the obstacles that prevent solving the problem (notching the
trunk to make it fall the right way; axing or sawing through the trunk)

¢ Reaching the fulcrum point when the all-important change happens (the tree
groans and begins to crash to the ground)

¢ Finding the resolution (the tree must now be dismantled and carted away—
new conditions that inaugurate the next dramatic unit’s set of problems)

Further dramatic units might be: struggling to turn the tree into planks; turning
the planks into a home for a family; the family now having its particular prob-
lems, each of which will be dealt with in a new set of dramatic units.

Each dramatic unit has a developmental arc to completion. An example
might be the moment in Mike Newell’s Four Weddings and a Funeral (1994)
when Charles realizes that Carrie has given him up and is going to marry her
wealthy fiancé after all. The buildup of forces—establishing the situation, pres-
sure building, then an irrevocable change of consciousness that produces new
pressures—can only be accomplished if the characters have mismatched volitions
and therefore harbor the potential for conflict. Conflict is the very heart of drama,
and may be:

e External conflict between persons
e External conflict between persons and an environment

¢ Internal conflict between one part of a person and another

We will later use the material in this chapter to analyze drama and make ana-
lytical graphics. If you wish, look ahead to a page of screenplay analyzed and
broken down in Chapter 24, Figure 24-1.
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If you can apply these principles, no matter what genre, your work will be
head and shoulders above most. One way to practice is to find examples of
dramatic units in the everyday life around you.

BEATS HAVE NARRATIVE FUNCTIONS

Douglas Heil, in his article “Dramatic and Melodramatic Beat Structures™’
(Creative Screemwriting, Volume 3, Number 4, January, 1997), has quoted
Smiley’s Playwriting: The Structure of Action (Prentice-Hall Inc., New Jersey,
1971) to show that beats can be characterized in three different ways: as plot
beats, character attitude beats, and character thought beats. For our purposes,
this means that each beat has a different implication for the narrative, and can
be summarized thus:

1. Plot Beats

a. Story beat Advances the story, often connected to the
disturbance or complication

b. Preparation beat Establishes the beginning of a sequence or
provides foreshadowing

c.  Expository beat Provides information about past circumstances

d. Crisis beat Presents conflict

e. Mood beat Establishes emotional circumstances

f.  Reversal beat Reverses action (This may well be associated

2. Character Attitude Beats

with a plot point)

a. Dispositional beat Reveals a personality bent

b. Motivational beat Expresses desires and provides reasons for
actions

c. Deliberative beat Expresses a reflective or emotional thought

d. Decisive beat Indicates a significant decision

3. Character Thought Beats

a. Emotive beat Expresses what a character feels

b. Reflective beat Expresses what a character concludes,
considers, discovers

c. Informative beat Presents information relevant to the (film)

d. Exaggerational beat  Expresses maximizing or minimizing of a topic

e. Argumentative beat ~ Contains conflict

Some of these are fine points and difficult to separate. What, for instance, is
the difference between a deliberative beat involving thought and a character
thought beat involving reflection? When these distinctions help you clarify
the line of action through a scene, use them. When they simply pose boundary
problems, don’t. As always, we seek clarity of purpose, not taxonomy for its own
reason.

In the same article, Heil draws a useful difference between drama and melo-
drama. He argues that drama is the modern day substitute for tragedy because

! My thanks to Doreen Bartoni for drawing my attention to this article.
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today’s social and psychological forces have replaced antagonists who are super-
natural or divine. While drama has complex characters and may concern right
fighting right, melodrama “assumes that right and wrong can easily be discerned
in any situation.” In melodrama, characters are often one-dimensional and
pursuing their objectives without reflection or emotion. Drama is more likely to
concern everyday conflicts arising from contradictory human desires and situa-
tions and to be at a lower pitch than melodrama.

THE THREE-ACT STRUCTURE

The classic three-act structure was developed in theater but can be applied to a
whole film or the contents of a single sequence. Here are the divisions:

Act T establishes the setup (characters, relationships, and situation and
dominant problem faced by the central character or characters).

Act II escalates the complications in relationships as the central character
struggles with the obstacles that prevent him or her solving the main problem.

Act IIT intensifies the situation to a point of confrontation, and resolves it,
often in a climactic way that is emotionally satisfying.

When you begin applying these divisions to films you see and to events you

witness or experience, you will see how fundamental they are to all aspects
of life.



CHAPTER 2

IDENTIFYING YOUR THEMES
AS A DIRECTOR

DOING SOMETHING YOU CARE ABOUT

While you are learning how to use the screen you will want to shoot projects
with some special meaning. Filmmaking is too long and arduous to commit your
energies to doing just anything. In any case, people are attracted to the arts for
good reasons. Human beings are by nature seekers, and though the nature and
direction of everyone’s quest is different, everyone seeks meaning in our brief
sojourn. The more urgent and fatal the attraction to this journey, the more intense
the work is likely to be. When we find an answer, it glitters—but only for a while.
Soon we face the more profound question underlying it. The truths we find for
ourselves are relative, never absolute. Perhaps it is the search more than the dis-
coveries that lend us grace.

Make your earliest filmmaking not just an exercise in skills but about some-
thing. Whether you write your own stories, have someone else write a script, or
choose something to adapt, you will always face these central questions: How
am I going to use my developing skills in the world? What kind of subjects should
I tackle? What can I be good at? What is my artistic identity?

Those with dramatic life experience (say, of warfare, survival in labor camps,
or of being orphaned) seldom doubt what subject to tackle next. But for those
of us whose lives seem ordinary, finding an identity for your undoubted sense of
mission can be baffling. You face a conundrum; you can’t make art without a
sense of identity, yet it is identity itself you seek by making art.

Many people gravitate to the arts because they feel a need for self-
expression or self-affirmation. This is treacherous ground, for it suggests that art
and therapy are synonymous. They overlap, but they are different. Art has
work to do out in the world, while therapy is self-referential and concerned
with personal wellbeing. There’s nothing wrong with this when that’s what you
need, but self-affirmation in the guise of art leads down the slippery slope of
self-display.
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Trying to establish your individuality and worth by making films about your-
self is risky because it invites you to compare yourself with the ideals, role models,
and ideologies that make up the received wisdom of your time. Making an inven-
tory of your beliefs and achievements inevitably produces homily. This comes
from the anxiety, comparison, and competitiveness that fuel the misguided quest
for individuality in a society (in the West, anyway) that marches in ideological
lockstep. For we live in an age that idealizes the notion of individuality. It
tells us that our Self is that which is different from everyone else’s. Historically
this idea gathered force when humankind began questioning older notions of God
and placed man at the center of the universe. The Hindus believe differently;
to them, Self is that which you share with all creation. Significantly, their
ideology is inclusive while the Western one is isolating. Most people trying to
create something actually subscribe to both ends of the spectrum. They want to
be individual and recognized, but also to create something universal and useful
to others.

You may be asking, “Does all this philosophy and psychology stuff really
matter this early in my career?” Yes, I truly think it does. Your beliefs about cre-
ative expression, whether you are aware of them or not, will determine whether
you will be happy and productive working in a collaborative medium like film.

After observing generations of film students at work, I have come to believe
that few fail because they cannot handle the work or the technology. Mostly they
fail because they are ill-equipped to work closely with other people. The root
problems are usually control issues related to a fragile ego and an unwillingness
to make or keep commitments.'

No doubt the reasons for this inability lie deep in family, social, and even
colonial history. Wherever survival depends on jockeying for a favorable posi-
tion in the eyes of an overlord or something else entirely, it is only human to be
competitive, especially if there is no countervailing religion or other system of
humane belief to help keep larger aims in view. Nobody living in the long
shadows cast by the hierarchies of a farm, plantation, factory, corporation, mil-
itary unit, class system, political party, social institution, or dysfunctional family
has evaded the experience of having power abused, nor have they failed to learn
how to curry favor and make headway by stabbing the unwary back.

Antisocial habits, as they emerge in work or marriage, are things anyone can
reject or modify, if they matter enough. Indeed, much of the group work in a
film school program exists to sort through these problems and help students
locate their best partners. The importance of this cannot be overstated. George
Tillman, Jr. and Bob Teitel, the writer/producer/director team responsible for
Men of Honor (2000), were a black student and a white student who met in
my college’s second-level production course. After leaving Columbia College
Chicago, they began their professional output with Sou! Food (1997) and have
worked successfully together ever since meeting. People find whom they look for,
and countless relationships that have persisted over decades have come from
similar beginnings.

' T am indebted to my Buddhist colleague Prof. Doreen Bartoni for enlightening con-
versations on this subject, as well as to her example of egoless leadership as a dean at
Columbia College Chicago.
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Most film students, when asked what they want to create, are not only con-
fident that they know, but insulted by the question. They see directing as learn-
ing to use the tools of cinema and the rest following naturally, but their work is
content to imitate a genre they enjoy. Unless you have strong persuasions about
cause and effect in life, you will remain invisible to film audiences, no matter
how competent you become with the tools. How, then, can you define your
outlook to make yourself ready to direct fictional films?

Really, your options at any given time are mercifully few and simply need
uncovering. Each person’s life has marked them in unique ways, and these
marks—whether you are aware of them or not—determine how you live your
life, what quest you are pursuing, and what you have to say authoritatively
through an art form. You can ignore this or deny that you carry any special
marks, but this does not affect their power over you. Or, you can acknowledge
that there is an emerging pattern in your life. When this happens—alone, with a
friend, or with a therapist—we suddenly feel the rush of relief and excitement
that comes from seeing what has been driving us. A man’s character, said Hera-
clitus, is his fate. In a close community, everyone can see over time how others
act according to the marks they carry, but only with difficulty do we see it in
ourselves. Thus, we play a major part in making our own path anyway.

This was not something I appreciated myself until I was into my 30s. As part
of a study program, I was required to watch all my documentary films and write
a self-assessment. Though they were all about different topics, I was astonished
to find they had a common theme that had hitherto completely escaped me. It
was that “most people feel imprisoned, but the inventive are able to adapt, rebel,
and escape.”

How could I have made more than 20 films and never noticed this one con-
stant? The explanations came sailing in like homing pigeons. I had grown up in
a family relocated by World War II into an English agricultural village. We were
middle class and isolated among the rural poor. For the first several years my
father, a foreigner, was away serving on merchant ships, and my mother found
nothing in common with her neighbors. Going to a local school, I had to contend
with kids who jeered at the way I spoke. I was derided, my possessions envied,
and sometimes I was ambushed. Thinking we were “better” than the local people,
at some point I drew several conclusions: that I was different and unacceptable
to the majority, that fear was a constant, and that I must handle it alone because
adults were preoccupied. I found I could get out of tight spots by making people
laugh, and that outside home it was best to become a different person. Later,
when I read the history of English rural misery and exploitation, I understood
the hostility to what I represented. Losing my fear, and with it an inculcated sense
of class superiority, my relationships with my fellow conscripts in the Royal Air
Force—where the whole thing might easily have been repeated—was quite dif-
ferent and very gratifying.

The common thread in my films came from having lived on both sides of a
social barrier and empathizing with those in similar predicaments: the black
person in a white neighborhood, the Jew among Gentiles, the child among adults.
Any story with these trace elements quickens my pulse. But for many years (and
more than 20 films) I was quite unaware that I carried a vision of life as a



2: IDENTIFYING YOUR THEMES AS A DIRECTOR

27

succession of imprisonments, and that from each there is always the possibility
of escape for the determined few. Perhaps this mark is in my family, for each gen-
eration seems to move off to another country.

A biography by Paul Michaud about the late Frangois Truffaut links such
films as The 400 Blows (1959), Jules and Jim (1961), The Wild Child (1969),
and The Story of Adele H. (1975) with pain Truffaut suffered as a child upon
being estranged from his mother. His characters’ rootless lives, their naive imprac-
ticality, and Adéle Hugo’s neurotic, self-destructive hunger for love all reflect
aspects of the Truffaut his friends knew. This does not reduce or “explain” Truf-
faut so much as point to an energizing self-recognition at the source of his pro-
lific output and to show that self-recognition can always be turned outward to
develop stories that are universally accessible.

You may wonder whether it’s helpful or destructive to “understand” your
own experience too well, and whether it’s productive to seek professional help
in doing so. There is a different answer for each individual here, but psy-
chotherapy is hard work, and those who pursue it usually only do so to get relief
from unhappiness. Making art is different, for it concerns curiosity and the fun-
damental human drive to create order and suggest meanings. You should do
whatever prepares you best for this. Below are some techniques for clarifying
your sense of direction and the imprint that life has made on you. If you find
them interesting, you can explore them in greater depth in my book Developing
Story Ideas (Focal Press, 2000).

FIND YOUR LIFE ISSUES

You carry the marks of a few central issues from your formative experiences.
Reminders unfailingly arouse you to strongly partisan feelings. They are your
bank account of deepest experience, and finding how to explore and use them in
your work, even though they seem few and personal, can keep you busy for life.
We are not talking about autobiography, but about having a core of deeply felt
experiences whose themes have endless applications.

There are, of course, right and wrong ways to gain possession of your own
particular life issues. A wrong way is to entrust someone else with deciding what
you should be or do. To find what your own life issues really are means con-
fronting yourself honestly and paring away whatever is alien to your abiding
concerns. This is not easy because of the shimmering, ambiguous nature of what
we call reality. What is real? What is cause and what is effect? Perhaps because
film appears to look outward at the world rather than inward at the person
or people making the film, many filmmakers seem content with a superficial
understanding of their own drives. But if drama is to have a spark of individu-
ality, it must come from a dialogue—with yourself and with an audience.

PROJECTS

The following are some exercises that you may find helpful.
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PROJECT 2-1: THE SELF-INVENTORY

To uncover your real issues and themes, and to therefore discover what you can
give others, make a non-judgmental inventory of your most moving experiences.
This is not as difficult as it sounds, for the human memory jettisons the mundane
and retains only what it finds significant.

1. Go somewhere private and write rapid, short notations of each major expe-
rience just as it comes to mind. Keep going until you have at least 10 or 12
experiences by which you were deeply moved (to joy, to rage, to panic, to
fear, to disgust, to anguish, to love, etc.).

2. Stand back and organize them into groups. Give names to each grouping
and to the relationships among them. Some moving experiences will be
positive (with feelings of joy, relief, discovery, laughter), but most will be
painful. Make no distinction, for there is no such thing as a negative or
positive truth. To discriminate like this is to censor, which is just another
way to prolong the endless and wasteful search for acceptability. Truth is
Truth—period!

3. Examine what you’ve written as though looking objectively at someone else’s
record. What kind of expressive work should come from someone marked
by such experiences? You should be able to place yourself in a different light
and find trends, even a certain vision of the world, clustering around these
experiences. Don’t be afraid to be imaginative, as though developing a fic-
tional character. Your object is not therapy, but to find a storytelling role that
you can play with all your heart.

Even though you may have a good handle on your underlying issues, try making
the inventory anyway. You may get some surprises. Honestly undertaken, this
examination will confirm which life-events formed you, and this in turn will focus
your work on exploring the underlying issues they represent. You will probably
see how you have resonated to these issues all along in your choice of music, lit-
erature, and films, not to mention in your friendships, love affairs, and family
relationships.

PROJECT 2-2: ALTER EGOS

Try taking an oblique approach to your deeper aspirations and identifications.
Because particular characters or particular situations in films, plays, or books
often trigger a special response in us, these offer useful clues to our own makeup,
though the larger part will always remain a mystery. The purpose of this project
is to discover some of your resonances.

1. List six or eight characters from literature or fiction with whom you have a
special affinity. Arrange them by their importance to you. An affinity can be
hero-worship, but it becomes more interesting when you are responding to
darker or more complex qualities.

2. Do the same thing for public figures like actors, politicians, sports figures, etc.
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3. Make a third list of people you know or have known, but leave out imme-
diate family if they complicate the exercise.

4. Take the top two or three in each list and write a brief description of what,
in human or even mythical qualities, each person represents, and what
dilemma seems to typify them. If, for instance, O.]. Simpson were on your
list, he might represent someone whose jealous passion destroyed what he
most loves.

5. Now write a self-profile based on what the resonances suggest. Don’t hesi-
tate to imaginatively round out the portrait as though it were a fictional char-
acter. The aim is not to define who you are (you’ll never succeed) but to build
a provocative and active picture of what you are looking for and how you
see the world.

PROJECT 2-3: USING DREAMS TO FIND YOUR PREOCCUPATION

Keep a log of your dreams, for in dreams the mind expresses itself unguardedly
and in surreal and symbolic imagery. Unless you have a period of intense dream
activity, you will have to keep a record over many months before common
denominators and motifs begin showing up. Keep a notebook next to your bed,
and awake gently so you hold onto the dream long enough to write it down. If
you get really interested in this work, you can instruct yourself to wake in the
night after a good dream and write it down. Needless to say, this will not be
popular with a bedroom partner.

Dreams frequently project with great force a series of tantalizing images that
are symbolically charged with meaning. The British novelist John Fowles started
both The French Lieutenant’s Woman and A Maggot from single images, one of
a woman gazing out to sea toward France and the other of a mysterious group
of horsemen crossing a hillside accompanying a lone woman. Whole complex
novels came from investigating the characters “seen” in these alluring glimpses.
You too have hidden patterns and propitious images waiting in the wings to be
recognized and developed.

THE ARTISTIC PROCESS

Practitioners in every area of the arts agree that there is an artistic process, and
that to find it is to plug into the heartbeat of being alive. Craftspeople report the
same exhilaration, and who is to say they are not artists, too. Being on the path
of the artistic process is like finding you are on the most significant journey of
your life, one that opens up doors to meaning, one that reveals connections to a
larger whole.

This search for your own path, for the truths underlying your formation and
patterns, starts feeding itself once you make a commitment to expressing some-
thing about it. This willingness to begin the journey sustains the artistic process;
at the beginning you get clues, clues lead to discoveries, discoveries lead to move-
ment in your work, and movement leads to new clues. A piece of work—whether
a painting, a short story, or a film script—is therefore both the evidence of
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movement and the engine of progress during the search for meanings. Your work
becomes the trail of your own evolution.

As you get ready to produce, search for that special element that fascinates
you. It might be expressed through mountaineering, the rescue of animals, some-
thing involving water and boats, or love between school friends. You explore that
fascination by producing something external to your own thoughts: the piece of
work. What begins as a circumscribed personal quest soon leads outward. You
might take two opposing parts of your own character during a trying period of
your life and make them into two separate characters, perhaps making imagina-
tive use of two well-known political or historical characters to do so. Making
profiles of historical personalities, social assumptions, political events, or the tem-
peraments of the people most influential in your life will all contribute to sharp-
ening and shaping your consciousness. Doing such things well entertains and
excites your audience, who are also—whether they know it or not—pursuing a
private quest and starving to go on similar journeys of exploration.



CHAPTER 3

DEVELOPING YOUR
STORY IDEAS

THE DEVELOPMENTAL PROCESS

Because a director is a leader responsible for the overall dramatic statement of a
film, he or she must know how to choose a piece of writing for the screen and
how to shape and develop it. This involves knowing how to critique, deconstruct,
and reconstruct a chosen piece, and how to develop its full cinematic potential
in collaboration with the writer. This is difficult until you know, as an insider,
how writers think and work. In your early training as a director you should write
your own scripts. This is excellent exposure to the basics of the screenwriter’s
craft, about which myths abound. There’s no better way to understand some-
thing than by doing it.

You will discover that writing is an organic rather than linear process.
Accomplished writers switch rapidly between different types of thinking and
change hats as a matter of course. The three major modes of writing are as
follows:

¢ Ideation or idea development, which means finding a promising idea and
theme as the kernel for a screen story. This is something a writer periodi-
cally revisits to check whether the core idea has changed as a result of the
writing process.

e Story development, which is the expansion of the idea into characters, dia-
logue, situations, and events.

e Story editing, which involves revision, structuring, pruning, shaping, and
compressing the overall piece. A screenplay will routinely go through many
drafts before it is considered ready for filming.

These operations call on different human attributes. Ideation and story develop-
ment call on taste and instincts and require that you freely follow inspiration,
intuition, and emotional memory rather than objectivity and logic. Story editing,
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on the other hand, takes analytic and dramaturgical skills. You must objectify
yourself to judge how best to structure and cadence the work for maximum
impact on a first-time audience. This is not possible unless you develop a strong
interest in how others assimilate and react. These results, in turn, may or may
not tally with what the work first intended to deliver. Changes in any one stage
can affect what seemed stable in the others, so writing is a circular—not linear—
activity.

IDEATION

In this chapter we will concentrate on ideation. Screenwriting manuals often
suggest that an outline is the starting point, but this omits the all-important area
of ideation. Ideas often take shape from nothing more substantial than a persis-
tent image, mood, strong feeling, interest, or persuasion. Born from an inner
source like this, the beginning is a fragile flame and is easily snuffed out. The
best ideational work usually emerges from habits of rigorous self-questioning and
examination. As the actor and directing teacher Marketa Kimbrell likes to say:
“You can’t put up a tall building without first digging a deep hole.” She means
you must burrow down into your very foundations before moving upward to
shape the superstructure of a film.

Striking authorship never emerges from market surveys, wizard screenwrit-
ing methods, or industry insider knowledge. Nor will any amount of desire to
excel get you there; writing is no more susceptible to willpower alone than is
athletics. If you don’t believe me, try it. Sit down to write something “new” and
purely from imagination. You will soon be paralyzed by thoughts of how
someone else has already had every idea you can come up with. The problem is
you are not trying to create, you are trying to excel. Stop it! Truly, no story is
original, so put aside all thoughts of being “good” or “original” or any of those
other competitive and self-judgmental words.

Ideation begins when you set aside some quiet, self-reflective time from the
hubbub of normal life. Many of us live in a welter of noise and activity to avoid
reflection, so a part of you will want to reject this stage. Busywork activity is a
narcotic that tells you to take refuge in being useful—doing anything rather than
being quiet and introspective.

Once you achieve a quiet, reflective mood,

e examine without judgment the marks your life has made on you.
e write how your experiences have specially formed you.

e from these, list:
the kinds of stories you are qualified to tell.
the kinds of characters that particularly attract you.
the situations you find especially intriguing.
the genres you want to work in (comedy, tragedy, history, biography, film
noir, etc.).

® now, go over your answers and substitute something better for anything at
all superficial or clichéd and give proper particularization to everything you
specify.
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Quick, reflex answers usually jump out of the pool of clichés we all carry. Con-
sider them a starting point from which you can refine and sharpen what you are
reaching for. Little by little, something that is itself, something you don’t have to
reject, will emerge. The process of giving birth to a core idea is like becoming a
parent. You don’t want to crush your children by demanding they become
winners. It is wiser to nurture them, get to know their preferences and subtleties,
and encourage them to reach for their own best potential. To do this you must
work quietly and persistently. Be patient, loyal, and persistent, and stay open to
surprises and changes of direction. Good ideas are not ordered into existence,
they are beckoned, and the better ones hide out among the stereotypes, where
it’s your job to recognize them.

It may be reassuring to know you are not alone. You swim in a historical
stream, and knowingly or unknowingly, you draw on the well of humanity’s
story—that is, from life and from other creators. In Chapter 10 of this
book, there is a list of the available themes, plots, and situations—just to
show how few there really are. But that doesn’t limit you, for there are an
unlimited number of fascinating characters walking the face of the earth, and
an unending number of variations and combinations you can extract from the
basics.

At first, when you search for stories it may seem you have nothing dramatic
in your life to draw upon. Perhaps the tensions you have witnessed or experi-
enced never matured into any action. But the writer’s gratification—and it may
even be the chief reward of authorship—is to make happen what should have
happened but didn’t. Because an event or situation is etched into your con-
sciousness, it can be shaped into something expressive of some theme or vision
of life. This, depending on your tastes and temperament, may be tragic, comic,
satiric, realistic, surreal, or melodramatic. By projecting the original characters
and events into the confrontation and change that could have happened (even if
it did not), you can follow the road not taken and investigate the originals’ unused
potential.

Any real-life situation containing characters, events, situations, and conflicts
has the elements of drama and the potential to become a full-blown story. Change
one or two of the main elements in this borrowed framework, develop your own
characters, and the meaning and impact of the entire work will begin to evolve
in their own special direction.

For example, you know two married people who are totally incompatible.
You imagine a film that takes their differences to some point of resolution.
Because they have never expressed anything more than irritation with each other,
you do not know how to do it. In the newspaper you happen to see a true story
about a peaceable civil servant, married for 38 years, who flipped and did the
unthinkable. This catches your eye because you’re fascinated by what makes
people conform all their lives and then at some triggering moment shear off into
uncharted waters. One Thanksgiving, this man suddenly rose from the dinner
table because his wife put the salt shaker back in the wrong place on the table.
Irrevocably crossing some inner threshold, he left home without explanation.
Later, friends found he had gone to look for a childhood sweetheart. Because this
piques your interest, and the article doesn’t tell you why it happened, you decide
to write a story that makes all this comprehensible.
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Now you face a dilemma. You can digress imaginatively from a biographi-
cal structure or you can stick closely to it. Here are examples of feature films
that followed the biographical path.

¢ John Boorman’s Hope and Glory (1987) is modeled on the lives and emo-
tional evolution of his family during World War II when he was a boy. The
film explores with imagination and sympathy his mother’s unfulfilled love
for his father’s best friend.

e Michael Radford’s Il Postino (1994) is about the enlightening relationship
that developed between a postman and the Chilean poet Pablo Neruda while
he was exiled to a Mediterranean island.

e Michael Haneke’s The Piano Teacher (2001) is a film in which Isabelle
Huppert plays a repressed and sexually perverted piano teacher who falls
for a charming student. The script is based on a novel by Elfriede Jelinek,
herself formerly a pianist and teacher.

What makes these films outstanding is what distinguishes any story. They
embrace biography as something dramatic and express distinct ideas about the
underlying causes of their characters’ dilemmas. Without sensitivity to the nuance
of the actual, and to how unexpectedly actual people behave under pressure, the
writer will fall into stereotype. Those who study real life know that nothing is
more mysterious and full than the actual, and that nothing is so untrue as a
stereotype.

COLLECTING RAW MATERIALS

If you are by nature a storyteller, you are probably doing what T am about to
describe. Here are ways to collect and sift through material that can be made
into a story, the story you need to tell, given the limitations you must work within.
If you are not yet a storyteller, you can adopt the habits of one. Everyone has a
story, always. All you need do is summon the concentration and energy to begin.
People work in fiction rather than autobiography because you are not tied to the
literal truth and can take artistic license wherever more important truths need
telling.

The seeker searches for a larger picture among the many baffling clues, hints,
and details that life provides. Some pursue personal respite and may enlist a ther-
apist or support group, others do it out of a need or sense of obligation to enter-
tain—that is, to share with others what it means to be alive. The stories you need
probably won’t be on hand when you want them. It will take a resolute and indi-
rect search process. Your best materials will emerge piecemeal and from unex-
pected sources.

Because of the singularity of your identity, you may find you have only
one story in you. But—and this is an article of faith—telling it successfully will
open the way for the next. The most prolific artists often mine a single, deep-
seated theme, and their work becomes a sustained pursuit of ever-deeper
understanding.

You will have to collect materials and examine your collection diligently
as it grows. You are actually searching for the outlines of the collector, the
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shadowy self that is implacably assembling what it needs to represent its own
preoccupations.

JOURNAL

If you don’t train yourself to record things, you will come up empty-handed when
you most need story materials. Keep a journal and note anything that strikes you,
no matter what its nature. Carry your journal at all times, and be willing to use
it publicly and often. Typing material later makes you explore it and will help
you remember it better. By transferring your notes to a computer, you can also
file incidents in a database under a variety of headings. Then you can call up
material by particular priorities or in a particular order.

Because inspiration is a most unreliable handmaiden, most working writers
develop their own routines to keep their minds active. Reading your journal is a
renewable journey through your most intense ideas and associations. This primes
the creative pump and suggests alternatives when you run dry. The more you
consciously note what catches your eye, the nearer you move to your underlying
themes and interests. This is an example of changing hats—when you move from
collecting to analyzing. Good analysis also helps you know what you need to
collect!

NEWSPAPERS

There is nothing like real life for a profundity of the outlandish and true. Keep
clippings or transcribe anything that catches your interest and classify the infor-
mation by groups or families. Listing and classifying is a vital activity because it
helps reveal underlying structures. Going through 50-year-old newspapers, for
instance, will supply you with a profusion of rich sources that nobody else is
using. Maybe you’ll find a story about two business partners, one of whom
absconds with the company bank balance to blow it all in Las Vegas. It reminds
you of your best friend’s father and the ruin a similar incident caused her family.
That sets you thinking about your role in trying to help her through the period
of disaster and what you both learned. Here, you realize, is a plot from one
source, characters, and even a point of view from another.

The agony columns, the personals, the local crimes page, even the ads for
lost animals can suggest subjects and characters. Newspapers are a cornucopia
of the human condition at every level, from the trivial to the global. Local news-
papers are particularly fertile because the landscape and characters are accessi-
ble and reflect local economy, conditions, and idiosyncrasies.

With every new source you have the same possibility: to cross-pollinate ideas
by bringing together your overall interests with plots, characters, and situations
available elsewhere.

HISTORY

History isn’t really something that happens, it’s a retrospective view selectively
told for ulterior motives. Consider why history is written and you see not objec-
tive truth but someone’s interpretation. History is all about point of view. The
past is a rich repository of figures who have already participated in the dramas
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that interest you. The playwright John Osborne explored the predicament of the
anti-establishment rebel through Martin Luther; Alan Bennett resurrected George
III to investigate paternal authority as it veers over the brink of insanity; and
Steven Spielberg brought alive Oskar Schindler so he could explore the awful
predicament of being Jewish in Nazi-dominated Europe. Jane Campion recreated
the dark and isolated beginnings of fellow New Zealander Janet Frame in An
Angel at My Table (1991), and in The Piano (1993) she uses a 19"-century setting
to develop themes of isolation and eroticism. In both films she explores a
woman’s point of view in breathtakingly imaginative ways (Figure 3-1).

No matter what happens to fascinate you—be it charismatic leaders who go
wrong, practical jokers who get taken seriously, crooked doctors who find real
cures, polygamous family groups who end up at war, neglected inventors, or old
ladies who fill their houses with stray animals—there is a wealth of fully realized
characters already tied to great themes. A little diligent research and you can find
just what you want in the great casting agency of the past.

MYTHS AND LEGENDS

Legends are inauthentic history. By taking a historical figure and developing your
own version of this person’s life and actions, you are fabricating legend. Every
culture has its icons (George Washington, Al Capone, Robin Hood, Queen Vic-
toria, William Tell, Adolf Hitler) who reflect the national sense of demons and
geniuses. Why not make your own?

Myths frame conflicts that each generation finds insoluble and whose immov-
able dialectic must therefore be absorbed into regular life. The human truths in
Greek mythology (for instance) do not lead to easy or happy resolutions, but
leave a bittersweet aftertaste that is perversely uplifting. Each culture has its
favorite myths, and they often translate effectively into a modern setting. Each
generation regenerates myths and uses them to frame contemporary characters
and action, particularly when the issue in question is irresolvable. This quality
of paradox and the unanswerable is peculiarly modern. Happily, we have left an
age of anodyne resolutions and entered one that recognizes that we face more
questions than answers.

FAMILY STORIES

All families have favorite stories that define people and moments. One of my
grandmothers was said to find things before people lost them. Conventional in
all respects, she loved foraging for flowers and fruit, and during breaks in long
journeys she would hop over garden walls to liberate a few strawberries or a
fistful of chrysanthemums. How a family explains and adjusts to such foibles
might be the subject of a short film.

Another grandmother began life as a rebel in an English village, became an
Edwardian hippy, and then married an alcoholic German printer who beat her
and abandoned her in France, where she stayed the rest of her life. She and her
children lived lives too richly fantastic to be believable in fiction, but there are
many single aspects I could borrow and develop.

Family tales can be heroic or very dark, but as oral history, they are usually
vivid. Sometimes the surviving information is so trenchant that it begs for a
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FIGURE 3-1

In The Piano’s bold premise, a mute woman and her child arrive in 19%-century New
Zealand with little more than a piano (The Kobal Collection/Jan Chapman Prods/CIBY

2000).
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fictional development. One of my 19%-century forebears was a Scots milliner who
migrated south to sell ribbons and fabric from a pony and trap. Nobody said
that he liked drink. Instead they said that his horse would embarrass him when
he took his family out for a Sunday drive by stopping automatically outside every
pub. He had eight children, all of them earthy and jolly. The daughters grew up
to be huge and shake when they laughed, while the sons collected pubs and could
navigate southern England from a list of pub names. Yet none was an alcoholic.
What kind of man was their father?

CHILDHOOD STORIES

Everyone emerges from a childhood war zone. If you write down two or three
of the most intense things that happened, you will have several ready-made short
film subjects that are meaningful, have a strong and inbuilt visualization, and
contain great thematic significance for your subsequent life.

One that springs to mind is how, at the age of five or so, I found a pair of
scissors and cut my own hair. My mother was so dismayed that I clapped a hat
on my head and kept it on when my father came home. Thereafter when my hair
was unruly my mother would sigh and say it was because I had once cut it myself.
This incident lay, emblematically, at the root of a discomfort with my body and
appearance for decades after. I had cut my own hair and ruined it. What a child-
ish absurdity. But wait, let’s look deeper. Behind it is the idea that you can make
a single fatal, self-mutilating mistake for which you must suffer ever afterward.
And it turns out my mother—I am realizing this as I write it for you—had in fact
made such a mistake. As an 11-year-old, she let her foot be run over by a street-
car, hoping that an accident would bring her feuding parents together. Repairing
and setting the broken foot caused her agony, and did bring her parents together,
but only for a couple of years, and the streetcar driver who had been her friend
was devastated. So many invisible influences direct our destiny. How far have
you explored yours?

DREAMS

Your dreams are a sure indicator of your underlying concerns, obliquely expressed
in imagery and action. Keep a notebook by your bed and write each dream down
while you still remember it. You can even train yourself to wake during the night
after a good one. Don’t edit or try to shape them, just scribble down the essentials.
Look back over an accumulation of entries and you will see a pattern of recurring
motifs and archetypal characters. Here are your deepest concerns expressed in
surreal visual language. What more could a filmmaker ask?

SOCIAL SCIENCE AND SOCIAL HISTORY

If, for example, you are interested in how factory workers have been exploited,
you can find excellent books and case studies on the subject, many with
bibliographies that will lead you to other accounts, perhaps in both fiction and
nonfiction. The more modern your source, the bigger the bibliography. Many
books now contain filmographies, too.

Case histories can be a good source of trenchant detail. If you are writing
a part for a shoplifter, reading about actual shoplifters will supply you with
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what is typical (you need to know that) and also with detail that is quirky and
interesting, so your shoplifter character doesn’t get stuck as a stereotype.

Case histories generally come with an interpretation, so the dramatist finds
good material and guidance as to its significance. Social scientists are chroniclers
and interpreters; their work can confirm your instincts and provide the kind of
background information that allows you to root your fiction in what we know
about the real world.

SUBJECTS TO AVOID

Many subjects come to mind easily because they are in your immediate
surroundings, are being pumped up by the media, or lend themselves to moral
propaganda. Despite this, avoid:

e Worlds you haven’t experienced and cannot closely observe

¢ Any ongoing, inhibiting problem in your own life (find a therapist—you are
unlikely to solve anything while directing a film unit)

e Anything or anyone “typical” (nothing real is typical, so nothing typical will
ever be interesting or credible)

® Preaching or moral instruction of any kind

e Films about problems to which you have the answer (so does your audience)

Your films will be your portfolio, your precious reel that alone tells others who
you are and what you can do. If you aim to reach audiences beyond your peer
group, you will be making short films that are accessible to a wider audience.
Try taking something small that you learned the hard way and apply it to a char-
acter quite unlike yourself. Through this, try to make a comment on the human
condition. In doing so you should be able to avoid the narcissistic tunnel vision
that afflicts many student films.

DISPLACE AND TRANSFORM

After a period of careful inquiry and reflection, take the best issues you discover
as if they were your own. Even though they may prove temporary and subject
to change, treat them as if they are substantial. When working directly from
events and personalities in your own life, displace the screen version from the
originals. Deliberately fictionalizing frees you from self-consciousness and allows
you to tell underlying truths that might offend the originals. Most importantly,
it allows you to concentrate on developing dramatic and thematic truths instead
of getting tangled in questions of biographical accuracy.

You can further liberate your imagination and obscure your sources by giving
characters alternative attributes and work, by making them composites by
amalgamating the attributes of two life models, by placing the story in a differ-
ent place or epoch, or even by switching the sex of the protagonists. One student
director whose script told his own story—about choosing to abandon a subur-
ban marriage and a well-paying job to become a film student—inverted the sex
of the main characters and made the rebel into a woman. In rethinking the
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situation to give her credible motivations, he made himself inhabit both the
husband’s and wife’s positions and came to more deeply investigate what people
trapped in such roles expect out of life. The displacement principle forced him
into a more empathic relationship with all his characters. This raised the level of
his film’s thematic discourse.
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CHECKLIST FOR PART 1:
ARTISTIC IDENTITY

The recommendations and points summarized here are only those most salient
or most commonly overlooked. To find more about them or anything else, go to
the Table of Contents at the beginning of Part I, or the index at the back of
the book.

To Get on Target to Become a Director:

Get hands-on knowledge of all the production processes you are most likely
to oversee.

Accept that you’ll need to know writing, acting, camerawork, sound, and
editing.

Confront your temperament and creative track record to decide which
specialty to adopt as your craft stepping-stone toward eventual directing.
Resolve to make lots and lots of short films.

Investigate how new technology can liberate expression in those who
embrace it intelligently.

Remember that hard work can get you places, talent almost never.
Don’t wish for too much success; work for it, and hope it comes slowly.
See what the herd is doing and make something different.

Settle in for the long haul, and pace yourself accordingly.

As a Director You’ll Need To:

Become a tough-minded leader.
Be ready to function even when feeling isolated.
Be ready to make much out of little.

Stop thinking in literary abstracts and start thinking in filmable, concrete
steps.

Become interested in and knowledgeable of other art forms.
Become a good leader—one who liberates the best from people around you.

Develop original and critical ideas about your times. Lots of them.

To Make Educational Progress:

Use video and finish lots of film projects. The delivery medium isn’t as impor-
tant as producing lots of work.

Use short works to argue for your competency at directing longer ones.

Be ready to adapt and improvise when working with a low budget (people
and imagination make films rather than equipment).

Be ready to rewrite the script around the actors.

Shoot rehearsals documentary-style and learn from the screen how to make
right judgments when you see a living performance unfold.
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To arrive at professional-level results, invest in a long, experimental devel-
opment period prior to production.

When You Deal with Actors:

Learn to see actors’ obstacles and discover how to remove them.

Learn to be an acting coach; unless you can afford top talent, you’ll need
it.

Learn to work with non-actors; you’ll learn from them most of what you
need to direct actors.

Lower actors’ fears and create an ensemble with an intense period of devel-
opment prior to shooting.

Remember, the camera sees and hears everything; actors must be, not
perform.

Actors’ egos are threatened when they play contemptible characters or reveal
their characters’ bad parts.

“Nothing human is alien to me” (Terence c. 190-159 B.C.). For complex-
ity, find the good in the bad character, and the faults in the good one.

To Entertain Your Audience Means:

Giving the audience mental, emotional, and imaginative work to do, as well
as information and externals.

Inviting the audience to co-create the movie, which means planting many
questions and delaying the answers.

Making films that activate the mind and heart.
Using myth and archetype to underpin anything you want to be powerful.

Using screen language that suggests, not just shows, so your audience can
imagine.

Authorship Essentials Require:

Being willing to reject idea after idea until you get something fresh.

Learning to operate in different modes: one associative and free as the
generating mode and the other disciplined and calculating for the shaping,
editorial mode.

Making use of all available resources and constantly trying out new ideas.

Using your work to search for what you passionately care about, not illus-
trating what you know.

Developing something you sincerely want to say. Simple and heartfelt is
always better than big and bombastic.

Picking a special form after you’ve found a story—form follows function.
Every form you use should be special, not picked off the rack.

Understanding beats and dramatic units. Practice recognizing them in the
life unfolding around you.
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Understanding the creative process and letting it direct you when you, and
it, need it to.

Questions to Help You Travel Inward and Develop Your Ideas:

What marks has your life left on you?
What ongoing dialogue are you privately having with yourself?

What is the unfinished business in your life? (Your next story can use and
further this quest but it’s best to do it in a displaced rather than autobio-
graphical form.)

From your self-inventory, what authorial role do you see for anyone marked
by your kind of emotional experience?

What major conflicts do you face or which ones seem to perennially inter-
est you?

What kind of heroes or heroines do you respond to, and what does this say
about the issues and needs you understand?

What constants keep turning up in your dreams?

What visual images remain with you, charged with force and mystery,
waiting for you to investigate and develop them?

What areas of life do you find abidingly fascinating?

Avoid:

Self-consciousness and libel by displacing the actual into the fictional, so you
can be truthful.

Worlds you don’t know—unless you’re willing to do a great deal of research.
Any personal topic for which you really need a therapist.

Anything or anyone typical. Nobody and nothing is.

Anything or anyone generalized instead of specific.

Preaching. Remember what Louis B. Mayer said, “If you want to send a
message, call Western Union.”

Illustrating what you know. That’s just another disguise for preaching.
Any idea, situation, or character already familiar or clichéd.

Clichés. All thinking begins with clichés, but only hard work brings some-
thing better.

Resources to Probe:

What genres fascinate you?
What themes and preoccupations emerge as constants in your journal?

What kind of characters and themes turn up regularly in the clippings you
make from newspapers?

Whom do you identify with in history?

Whom do you detest in history? (A nemesis can be important.)
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What mythic or legendary figures are peculiarly your own, and which would
you like to develop?

What major characters or situations can you use from your family history?
What are the childhood stories that seem to epitomize your growing up?

What constant themes emerge?
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SCREENCRAFT
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CHAPTER 4

A DIRECTOR’S
SCREEN GRAMMAR

SCREEN LANGUAGE

As children we learn to communicate because language is a tool to get or accom-
plish things. My elder daughter’s first sentence was, “Meat, I like it.” Effective,
if a little shaky in syntax. All languages operate under conventions, and those
determining screen language began developing in the 1890s as camera operators
and actors competed to rush elementary stories before paying audiences. Soon
they were joined by directors and editors as movies became big business and a
production line evolved requiring greater division of labor. Though the first
movies were very simple, most of today’s screen language emerged in the first
two decades of silent cinema.

Separately, in the world’s various centers of production, filmmakers felt their
way toward the same movie grammar through trial and error. During the 1920s,
needing an efficient common language to communicate with a vast, multilingual,
and mostly illiterate population, filmmakers in the post-revolutionary Russian
government made a concerted effort to formulate screen language. Their theo-
retical writings do not make easy reading and are of limited use. Even today,
theory among working filmmakers is mostly conspicuous by its absence—hardly
surprising as languages flowered for millennia before anyone needed philology.

FILM AS A REPRODUCTION OF CONSCIOUSNESS

Like any language, film’ is evolving to enable the stories we want and the form
we want them in. It uses the juxtaposition of images, actions, and sounds, as well
as spoken and written language. The visual and behavioral aspects of film are
universally accessible because human beings everywhere have common processes
of perception and emotion. Proof of this is that those in the industry discuss a
film in progress in terms of “what works.” Be it an action, rhythm, shot, line, or
character’s motivation, the dialogue hinges on what works. Each person calls on
his or her bank of life experience to recognize what is authentic and organic to
the story and its characters, and what is off kilter. Without this innate ability to
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recognize authenticity in a stream of events on the screen, neither the cinema nor
drama itself could exist.

Isn’t film language easy to use if it relies on something common to everyone?
To use it superficially is easy, but to use it more profoundly is not easy at all.
That’s because we lack a detailed knowledge of our own perceptual and emo-
tional processes. Our perceptions work automatically and feed our feelings, but
we have no need to know how they work together—not, that is, until we want
to make effective film.

THE NEED FOR A HUMANE VOICE

Because film is realized technologically, the beginner sees its obstacles as techno-
logical, too. Therefore, this is what most schools and most beginning film stu-
dents attend to, unless enlightened teaching places their attention on larger issues.
But there are endless reasons to keep your eyes lowered: logistical and financial
details and the need for persistence, empathy, humility, and self-knowledge to
lead other people—all this is needed to construct even the shell of a fiction story.

Most people start directing by modeling themselves on admired filmmakers.
This is natural and necessary, but it holds the same dangers as when actors study
other actors. Stanislavsky warned that actors must learn from life, not from the
tricks used by other actors. If acting and film language are rooted in human
perceptions, actions, and reactions, then life itself is the primary resource, and
the works of those who simulate it are secondary.

This is liberating because it means whenever you become aware of how your
perceptions and emotions interact, you are working at developing film language
and film subjects. An active involvement in unraveling consciousness and a will-
ingness to make many short films are the path toward an individual—as opposed
to mechanical—writing or screen “voice,” one with the force of simplicity and
truth. Then other people’s work becomes not a model to emulate but an example
of a solution to particular problems you are trying to solve.

Cinema language is really the most evolved model we have developed of
human consciousness at work. Human experience and human communicating
always involve a point of view, and what is put on the screen should, too. By
point of view I mean more than a political outlook or philosophically influenced
way of seeing, which can be learned or copied. Your point of view on your family,
for instance, cannot be copied because it is too individual and too informed by
complex experience. What you have to say about your family is almost certainly
interesting, even arresting, and will tell the listener much about your outlook,
beliefs, and vulnerabilities. A point of view is simply a full human perception,
with all its inbuilt convictions, loyalties, and contradictions. It is not a manifesto
or teaching strategy and is not meant to educate or improve others. It is a human
soul, something invariably present in work that audiences and critics have always
instinctively valued.

Any endeavor that sets out to involve the human heart requires that the
members of its authorial team be treading the demanding path of self-realization.
How you use narrative to address your audience will only be as engaging as the
concerns in the hearts and minds of your team. Many professionals are unaware

.
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of this because the film industry uses assembly-line methods that provide their
own momentum and meaning. Thus, most filmed fiction is soulless because it
lacks an honest heart and an overarching human point of view.

Yet an authorial voice of sorts is often present in students’ first works. Sadly,
it disappears when their attention moves toward glossier skills. To help you avoid
this dehumanization in your work and to focus you always on what is human in
the process, here is an unconventional screen grammar that relates every aspect
of film language to human behavior and perception. By picking subjects with
special meaning to you, and by assimilating and using the analogies for human
consciousness in the next section, you will always be evoking the psychological
and physical viewpoint of an involved observer, which is how a point of view is
constructed.

THE ELEMENTS OF FILM LANGUAGE

Let’s look over the elemental units of film language. They correspond to glanc-
ing, reacting, studying, walking, looking around, whirling about, stepping back,
rising, sinking, scanning, running, gliding, and a host of other expressive bodily
and psychological interactions. Film is a reproduction of consciousness, and
whatever is within a human being also has its outward, bodily expression.
Conversely, a person’s outward movement, when it’s authentic, always expresses
his or her inner state. Film happens in the here and now and expresses human
feeling though a texture of seeing, hearing, and moving.

FIXED CAMERA POSITION

A fixed camera position gives the feeling you get when you stand in one spot and
look around. Depending on the context, a static shot can variously convey being
secure, fixed, trapped, contemplative, wise, or just plain stuck. Yasujiro Ozu’s
famous Tokyo Story (1953), about an elderly couple discovering that none of
their married children can make time for their visit, is shot from a single camera
height and contains just one movement, a gentle pan, throughout the movie. See
the film to realize how natural such stasis can be. It makes you aware of how
routinely camera movement is debased through overuse.

A shot is a framed image, which might be taken by accident, or more often
is an image recorded by someone for whom it had meaning. Think of a shot as
equivalent to a glance, which can be short or long and lingering. Of course,
looking at anything or anybody starts any number of thoughts, questions, and
feelings (such as curiosity, fear, boredom, wonder, weary acceptance). Shots evoke
more than their subject, for they make us wonder who is doing the seeing, and
why.

Brief Shots are like the cursory glance that ends immediately once we know
what we were seeking. We do this all the time. Often we do this to orient
ourselves in a new situation or to look in many places in search of something.
Think about where your eye goes and how long it stays as you search, coupon
in hand, for the new, low-sodium Nutty Wheatlets in the supermarket.

Held Shots are like the long looks we indulge in. Maybe we are too weary to
look around anymore or something significant or interesting requires sustained



50

SCREENCRAFT

attention, such as some mystifying street graffiti. Maybe we watch a store cus-
tomer we suspect of shoplifting with the hope of catching him. Maybe it’s a friend
leaving for a long journey whose last smile we want to commit to memory. Long
looks therefore break into two classifications: resting looks and studying looks.

Close Shots reproduce the feeling of taking a close and intensive look. Maybe
it’s something small requiring close attention like a watch face, or something large
such as the surface of a great weathered rock. There are also other, more
psychologically determined reasons to dwell on something. Imagine a person who
waits by a phone in a large room. When it rings, the person waiting will learn
the results of a medical test. All that exists for that person is the phone and
its terrifying aura of power. In this case the close shot reproduces a kind of
emotional focus that makes us blind even to grandiose surroundings.

Wide Shots approximate the way we take in something large, busy, or distant.
We look at it until we have located what we need to examine in more detail.
Coming out of a dark church into a busy street, for instance, takes adapting to
the new circumstances while we work out the direction home. Often we must
establish the nature of our new surroundings, hence the common term estab-
lishing shot. Think of this shot as the long moment upon arriving at a party when
you establish the room, establish who is there, and establish who is talking to
whom.

MOVING CAMERA

Camera movements, like their human-movement equivalents, never happen
without a motivation. Camera movements divide into three kinds of motivation,
which resemble active and passive ways of being present at an event:

o Subject-motivated, in which camera movement responds to stimuli provided
by the action. The camera might follow a moving subject or adapt to a
changing composition. It is a relatively passive mode of interaction that
adapts and is subject-driven.

e Search-motivated, in which the camera’s “mind” actively pursues a logic of
inquiry or expectation. This is a more active mode that probes, anticipates,
hypothesizes, or interrogates the action.

e Boredom-motivated, in which the camera simulates the human tendency to
look around when we run out of stimuli.

Camera movements generally have three phases, each with its own set of
considerations:
e Starting composition (held for a particular duration before the movement)

e Movement (with its particular direction, speed, and even its subject to
follow, such as a moving vehicle)

e Finishing composition (held for a particular duration after the movement)

Camera Movements from a Static Position
These movements convey the feeling of looking from a fixed position and include
turning, looking up and down, and looking more closely.
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Pan (short for panoramic) shots happen when the camera pivots horizon-
tally, mimicking the way we turn our heads when scanning a horizontal subject
such as a landscape or bridge. Direction of travel is indicated as “pan left” or
“pan right.”

Tilt shots are like a pan shot except the camera pivots vertically, reproduc-
ing the action of looking up or down the length of a vertical subject like a tree
or high building. Direction of travel is indicated as “tilt up” or “tilt down.”

Zoom ins or zoom outs are made with a lens of adjustable focal length.
Although zooming gives the impression of movement toward or away from the
subject, picture perspective actually remains identical because the proportion of
foreground compared with background objects stays the same. For perspective
to change as it does when we walk, the camera itself must move.

TRAVELING CAMERA MOVEMENTS

These occur when the whole camera moves—up, down, forward, sideways, or
backward through space, or in a combination. Traveling camera movements
impart a range of kinesthetic feelings associated with walking, running,
approaching, climbing, ascending, descending, retreating, and so on.

Craning (up or down) is a movement in which the camera body is raised or
lowered in relation to the subject. The movement corresponds with the feeling
of sitting down or standing up—sometimes as an act of conclusion, sometimes
to “rise above,” sometimes to acquire a better sightline.

Dollying, tracking, or trucking are interchangeable names for any movement
by which the camera moves horizontally through space. In life, our thoughts or
feelings often motivate us to move closer to or farther away from that which
commands our attention. We move sideways to see better or to avoid an obsta-
cle in our sightline. Associations with this sort of camera movement include
walking, running, riding a bike, riding in a car, gliding, skating, sliding, sailing,
flying, floating, or drifting.

Crab dollying is when the camera travels sideways like a crab. The equiva-
lent is stalking someone or accompanying them and looking at them sideways as
you walk.

SHOTS IN JUXTAPOSITION

When any two shots are juxtaposed, we look for a relationship and meaning
between them. In this way A + B does not equal AB, but C—a third meaning. In
the documentary film about the September 11, 2001 sabotage of the World Trade
Center by Jules and Gedeon Naudet, 9/11 (2002), a single shot reveals how a
crumpled aircraft engine cowling has landed next to an equally crumpled waste
bin whose sign says, “Do Not Litter.” These images juxtaposed within a single
shot are a comment not only about the irony of fate, but about the larger irony
in which airliners smash into New York life.

Juxtaposing is used extensively in advertising to implant associations: the
richly attired couple next to the Mercedes; the bag of fertilizer standing amid a
rich green lawn; the bride in her wedding dress running barefoot on the beach
outside a hotel. A comic strip juxtaposes a series of key frames to compress a
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lengthy process and suggest its essence. Each new frame makes us imagine the
progression from the previous one.

Film’s favorite form of juxtaposing is the cut from one image to another, and
the juxtaposing of scene against scene, making the cinema master of time
and space. At this juncture we are trained to expect a narrative intention.
Figure 4-1 and the remainder of this section show some examples with expla-
nations and illustrate an engaging disagreement between two early Russian
editing theorists.

Continuity and expository editing: Examples 1 through 5 (see Figure 4-1) illus-
trate Pudovkin’s categories of juxtaposition in which exposition (building the
information of a story line) and continuity are paramount. With the coming of
sound and theatrical moviemaking, the illusion of continuity during dialogue
scenes with many changes of angle became paramount, and most editing focused
on creating continuity.

Dialectical editing: Examples 6 through 12 (see Figure 4-1) show the preferred
methods of Eisenstein, for whom the essence of narrative art lay in dialectical
conflict. His juxtapositions therefore highlight contrast and contradiction, and as
they inform, they argue by creating contrasts and irony.

Action match editing: Editing that is too obvious can easily draw unwelcome
attention to authorial manipulation. Early filmmakers discovered that the best
way to edit from a tight shot to a wide shot, or vice versa, was to place the cut
not in the static part of the action, but right in the most dynamic. Like a pick-
pocket whose craft is most safely practiced during a flurry of activity, or a con-
juror using sleight of hand, the action match cut allows an image change to pass
unnoticed under a cover of compelling action. When you want the eye not to
notice something, seduce it with movement.

Ear and eye together: The mind has only so much processing power, so you can
take our attention away from sound by showing the eye some compelling action
(during an unpleasant atmosphere change, for instance), or you can mask a bad
picture cut by introducing a new sound element. You will in each case direct our
critical faculties away from the fiasco.

Sound juxtaposing: Sound in film realism simply backs up the picture—what
you see determines what you hear, so nothing you would expect is missing. But
sound effects, music, and language are also frequently juxtaposed against picture
to create not an imitation of reality, but a composite set of impressions for the
audience to interpret. Director Robert Altman is famous for developing dense
picture and sound counterpoint in his films.

POINT OF VIEW

Meaning and signification are a cultural work in progress and thus are always
in slow but inexorable evolution. Effective film communication depends on
maintaining collusion between audience and communicator by providing a set of
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Shot A Shot B Shot B in relation to Type of cut
shot A

1 | Woman descends | Same woman Narrates her progress Structural (builds
interior stairway walking in street scene)

2 | Man runs across Close shot of his Makes us anticipate his | Structural (directs
busy street shoelace coming falling in front of a our attention to

undone vehicle significant detail)

3 | Hungry street Wealthy man eating | Places one person's fate | Relational (creates
person begging oysters in expensive | next to another's contrast)
from doorway restaurant

4 | Bath filling up Teenager in Shows two events Relational

bathrobe on phone happening at the same | (parallelism)
in bedroom time

5 | Exhausted boxer Bullock killed with | Suggests boxer is a Relational
takes knockout stun-gun in an sacrificial victim (symbolism)
punch abattoir

6 | Police waiting at Shabby van driving | Driver doesn't know Conflictual (still vs.
road block erratically at high what he's going to soon | the dynamic)

speed meet

7 | Giant earthmoving | Ant moving Microcosm and Conflictual (conflict
machine at work between blades of macrocosm coexist of scale)

grass

8 | Geese flying Water plummeting Forces flowing in Conflictual
across frame at Niagara Falls different directions (conflict of graphic

direction)

9 | Screen-filling Huge Olympic The one among the Conflictual
close-up of face, stadium, line of many (conflict of scale)
teeth clenched runners poised for

pistol start

10 | Dark moth resting | Flashlight emerging | Opposite elements Conflictual
on white curtains | out of dark forest (dark vs. light)

11 | Girl walks into Distorted face The original and its Conflictual
funfair appears in funfair reflection (original vs. distorted

mirror version)

12 | Driver sees cyclist | In slow motion Event and its Conflictual
in his path driver screams and perception (real time vs.

swings steering perceived time)
wheel

13 | Driver gets out of | Same image, carin | Transition—some time | Jump cut
disabled car foreground, driver has gone by

walking as a tiny
figure in distance

FIGURE 4-1

Examples of juxtaposed shots or cuts.

conventions the audience can “read.” Ethnographers noticed, after projecting
edited footage to isolated tribespeople, that their subjects understood the “story”
until the film cut to a close-up. The tribespeople lost concentration because they
failed to understand why the camera eye suddenly “jumped close.” They
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were unaware that a close-up does not necessarily collapse space; it can act like
a telescope that diminishes and intensifies the field of attention and clears away
what surrounds and obscures the center of interest.

But whose center of interest? You might reply, “The audience’s,” but the
answer is more complex and much more useful to film directing because it places
the persona of a storyteller ahead of the audience’s reception of the story.

Perception by a camera is a mechanical process in which sensitized film at
the focal plane is affected by incoming light. Perception by humans is radically
different because, unlike a machine, we are able to evolve an intellectual and
emotional framework within which to organize what our senses bring us.
The conventional narrative or inner internal monologue (also called voice-over)
illustrates this because it verbalizes the process.

THE CONCERNED OBSERVER AND
THE STORYTELLER

Witnessing: Let’s say that human perception is the inner dialogue of ideas, feel-
ings, and intentions we maintain as we navigate the tests posed by an environ-
ment. This interior activity is not simply a reaction or a discrete parallel activity,
for it forms our resolve and initiates our actions. We are seldom dispassionate
observers, but are usually concerned and involved.

The literary or oral storyteller is a little different, for he (or she, of course)
seeks to affect the listener by a selective presentation of bygone events. Think of
how a comedian might describe a wedding. Through the telling, he aims to
sustain and modulate a funny event in the reader’s imagination.

Storytelling by a camera is by comparison an anomaly. Film is always now
and appears to show us an uninflected, ongoing present. Unless you force the
past tense on what the audience sees with a past tense narration, film always
lapses into the present tense. How can you retell the present? The most you can
do is observe, react, and navigate, which is what the camera does unless it serves
to reproduce what a character is experiencing. A camera and editing can do all
this without so much as a word, causing any apparent mediation to vaporize,
even though a selective intelligence is silently guiding our eyes and ears as much
as any literary mediator could.

The Concerned Observer: Let’s place this involved, perceptual process in a
notional figure we’ll call the Concerned Observer. Seeing and hearing, this
onlooker forms ideas and anticipations. But a witness only experiences and
doesn’t necessarily relay anything. How and why the Concerned Observer wit-
nesses will be important, but it won’t be any form of communication until witness
turns into communicator.

The Storyteller: In this situation our Observer changes from informed witness
to an active, opinionated Storyteller, like a comedian who describes a wedding
and makes the audience laugh. A Storyteller is someone through whose active,
creative intelligence we perceive the film’s events.
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WHY DIRECTING MUST BE STORYTELLING

Creating the narrative wit, intelligence, and emotional involvement of a Story-
teller is central to conscious, integrated film directing. This is where the events
cease to be mechanically reflected through technique and appear through the
prism of a human heart and intelligence. I want to make perception as personal
and non-abstract as possible in a film because in everyday life, perception is so
routine that we seldom notice how or why we observe. Even the word “observe”
has misleadingly passive, scientific association, when in reality it is a highly active
process and freighted with an intricate interplay of feelings, associations, and
ideas—all leading constantly to actions.

Something you have to deal with in filmmaking is the existence of not
just one axis in cinema, but many. This is where we’ll employ the Concerned
Observer.

SCENE AXIS ESSENTIALS

LINES OF TENSION AND THE SCENE AXIS

Notice, when two people have an animated conversation near you, how your
attention shifts back and forth between them. Figure 4-2 represents Person A
and Person B being watched by observer O, who might be yourself but whom it
may be helpful to think of as a child because children are highly observant, have
strong emotions, and are often invisible to their seniors. As O your sight line
plays back and forth from A to B and back again as they talk. Your eye is fol-
lowing an invisible line of tension between them, the active pathway of their
words, looks, awareness, and volition. In film parlance this is called the scene or
subject-to-subject axis.

Every observed two-person scene has additionally an observer-to-subject
axis, which in my example (see Figure 4-2) is at right angles to the scene axis
between A and B. This is called the camera or camera-to-subject axis. The term
axis depersonalizes the situation and makes it sound technical when all along it
is intensely human. The observer (you involved in watching two people in con-
versation, for instance) has a strong sense of relationship to each person, to the
invisible connection between them, and to what passes between them. When
you are watching this way, you become the Concerned Observer, to whom all
these connections are significant.

In turning to look from person to person, the Observer can be replaced
by a camera panning (that is, moving horizontally) between the two speakers.
Now let’s see in Figure 4-3 what happens when O moves closer to A and
B’s axis.

Not to miss any of the action, the Observer must switch quickly between A
and B. When they do this, human beings blink their eyes to avoid the unpleas-
ant blur as the eye is swished between widely separated subjects. To the brain,
momentarily shutting your eyes produces two static images with virtually no
period of transition between them. And so you have—the cut! Cutting between
two camera angles taken from the same camera position reproduces this famil-
iar experience. The cinematic equivalent probably emerged when someone tried
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FIGURE 4-2

The Observer watching a conversation.

FIGURE 4-3

The Observer moves close to the characters’ axis.
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cutting out a nauseatingly fast pan between two characters. It “worked” because
its counterpart was already embedded in human experience.

CROSSING THE LINE OR SCENE AXIS

In life, we are used to occupying an observing position in relation to events, as
O does to A and B. The camera generally mimics this treatment of space by
staying on one side only of a scene axis. So long as O stays on one side, A will
always be looking left to right (L-R) in the frame and B always right to left (R-
L). In Chapter 30, Figures 30-3A and 30-3B, you will find a ground plan and
storyboard that show what happens if you cross the line, shoot a shot from the
other side of the scene axis, and then intercut it. If there is an observational logic,
it need not be a disaster, and in any case there is an established device that allows
you to cross the axis, or line, if you need to. See the following sections on Screen
Direction and Changing Screen Direction. In the meantime, let’s continue with
the figures at either end of the scene axis, or line.

THE ACTOR AND THE ACTED-UPON

Consider the different ways you follow a conversation. Sometimes you merely
look toward whomever speaks next. Other times, when the talk becomes heated,
you find yourself looking at the listener, not the speaker. What’s going on here?

A human interaction can be likened to a tennis game. At any given moment,
one player acts (serves the ball), and the other is acted upon (receives it). When
we see a player prepare to make an aggressive serve, our eye runs ahead of the
ball to see how the recipient will deal with the onslaught. We see her run, jump,
swing her racquet, and intercept the ball. When it becomes certain she’s going to
succeed, our eye flicks back to see how the first player is placed and how she will
handle the return. The cycle of actor and acted-upon has been reversed because
our eye jumps back to the original player before the ball returns.

Unconsciously, we monitor every human interaction the same way because
we know everybody is constantly trying to get or do something, no matter where,
what, or who is involved. A game ritualizes this interchange as a competition,
but to the film specialist (which you are now becoming) every conversation has
potential to be equally complex and structured.

Of course, we nice, middle-class people hate to think of ourselves making
demands. We picture ourselves as patient, tolerant victims being worked on by
a greedy and selfish world. Seldom do we see how we act on others, except during
our occasional triumphs. But the fact is—and you must take this to heart if you
intend to work in drama—that everyone acts upon those around him, even when
he uses the strategy of passivity.

To the analytic, any time one person acts on another, there is always an actor
and an acted-upon. Usually, but not always, the situation alternates rapidly, but
it is through actions and reactions that we measure another person’s character,
mood, and motives.

Now see how you watch two people conversing. Your sightline switches
according to your notion of who is acting upon whom. As in watching tennis,
yow’ll find that as soon as you’ve decided how A has begun acting on B, your
eye switches in mid-sentence to see how B is taking it. Depending on how B
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adapts and acts back, you soon find yourself returning to A. Once you can iden-
tify this in action, most shooting and editing decisions become obvious.

TEXT AND AUTHORSHIP ESSENTIALS

SUBTEXT

While observing a conversation, you are really searching for behavioral clues to
unlock the hidden motives and inner lives of the characters. Beneath the visible
and audible surface lies the situation’s subtext, or hidden meaning—something
we are always seeking. Most of the work a director does is not with the text but
in response to the subtext.

The text is what the characters do or what action they take verbally. But why
do they say what they say and do what they do? This is the purview of subtext.
This hidden life—the character’s hidden agenda, whatever it is they are trying to
get or do—is something developed by the director and the actors, and something
that continues developing during rehearsal, shooting, and even in editing. It
is the editor’s job, in addition to putting the pieces together, to liberate the
subtextual possibilities that eluded everyone else. Lengthening a reaction before
a character speaks and allowing for a more complex subtext may implant a quite
different idea of her interior action and motivation.

Shot Point of View is the how and why of the way we look at something. It
is the intention behind the combination of a shot’s content and form. At a photo
exhibition you are guessing what the photographers were thinking and feeling as
they decided to take each shot. You assess this from what each shot includes and
from what it excludes or implies. For instance, a shot of a man staring offscreen
focuses our attention on how rather than what he sees. Shot point of view is also
used more prosaically to imply where the shot was taken from, such as from a
high building down into a plaza.

Shot Denotation and Shot Connotation describe different ways to register
an image. If we see a bus, a pair of worn-out shoes, and a man in a wheelchair,
we may only see what those images denote. If their context encourages us to
ascribe special meanings to them, such as vacation, poverty, and power brought
low, then we are reacting to associations those images connote. Denotation
is what a thing is, connotation is what it seems to mean, a cultural set of asso-
ciations the image-maker uses to channel the spectator into a particular path of
speculation.

When we see carefully framed shots of a flower or of a hand lighting a candle,
they denote a flower and a hand lighting a candle. But a flower on a battlefield
might connote a single, fragile life, natural beauty, devotion, or a host of other
ideas. The hand lighting a candle in the trenches of that battlefield might connote,
depending on context, hope being kept alive, remembering the dead or more pro-
saically the risk of getting shot. Responding to connotation means going beyond
what is literally there and calling on the larger framework of implied meanings.

AUTHORIAL POINT OF VIEW

Connotations of an image that imply a symbol or metaphor prompt us to wonder
about the heart and mind that chose to take note of the flower or the hand
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lighting the candle, each in its particular context. This is the authorial point of
view, the Storyteller’s sense of what is finally significant.

ORGANIC AND INORGANIC METAPHORS

The flower and lighting candle images mentioned previously are acceptable
because they are organic to the battlefield situation. If instead you interpolated
a naked baby into the battlefield to symbolize, say, how vulnerable humanity is,
it would look like a heavy-handed editorial comment because babies, naked or
dressed for dinner, do not belong with and are not organic to, trench warfare.
In any case, because these images I have chosen are clichés, they use worn-out
language and are not acceptable. From a sophisticated modern audience they
might even draw a groan.

UNACCEPTABLE POINT OF VIEW

The more remote material is in terms of time and place, the more easily you can
see how a film imposes meanings, and how pervasive were the received truths of
the day. Any footage taken in colonial days is likely to disclose the unreflecting
racial supremacy of the day, in which natives were treated at best like children.
Nobody at the time questioned the favoritism of the filmmaking, for it was “true”
in the eyes of the white beholders.

The parallel should give us due warning: What we view of present-day
footage of familiar scenes may seem objective and value-free. But representations,
whether of actuality or of life enacted or re-enacted, are always constructs. This
means they are always subjective and imply a triangular relationship among
content, Storyteller, and viewer. You must be able to identify what an implied
point of view is, decide what biases it incorporates, and assess its overall credi-
bility. In Scorsese’s Taxi Driver (1976), Travis Bickle, the narrator, is so crazed
that he is plainly what literature calls an “unreliable narrator.” Usually a point
of view, especially one established through camerawork alone, is much more
subtle and difficult to pin down.

Imagine you are hunting through archival World War I shots in a film library,
as I once did at the Imperial War Museum in London. After you recover from
the atmosphere of a place so packed with sad ghosts, you notice that by today’s
standards, the cameras and film stock from this era were less developed. Even
so, each shot testifies, in addition to its subject, to different kinds of involvement
from its makers, that is, different emotions, emphases, and agendas.

You run a shot that some librarian has neatly labeled “Russian soldiers, vicin-
ity of Warsaw, running into sniper fire.” From the first frame you notice how
emotionally loaded everything seems: It’s shot in high-contrast black-and-white
that accentuates the mood, and the air is smoky because lighting comes from
behind the subjects. Here as elsewhere, filming is undeniably a mechanical process
of reproduction, but everything has been polarized by the interrelationship
among human choice, technology, subject, and environment. All these things con-
tribute to the powerful feelings you are getting. The camera enters the
soldiers’ world because it runs jerkily with them instead of shooting from a
sheltered tripod. You catch your breath when a soldier falls because the cam-
eraman almost trips over his fallen comrade. The camera recovers and continues
onward, leaving the wounded soldier to his fate. Then suddenly it plunges to the
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ground. Framing some out-of-focus mud, the camera motor runs out. With slow
horror you realize you have just accompanied a cameraman in his last seconds
of work. Desolated, you replay his shot several times. As you stop on particular
frames, it seems as though time and destiny can be replayed, re-entered, and
relived. Even when you replay something and know full well what’s going to
happen, film is always and forever in the present tense. Film permits destiny to
be played and replayed.

Now someone brings you a photo of a dead cameraman lying face down on
the battlefield, his camera fallen from his hands. You recognize the knob of mud
from his last seconds of film. It’s him, your poor cameraman. Left alone with
him, you ponder what made him willing to gamble his life to do his work. You
wonder whom he left behind and whether they ever learned how he died. Now
you are his witness because you died with him. Somewhere inside you his work,
his good intentions, his gamble that ended in death will always be with you. You
are aching with sadness, but he has given you something and you have grown.
Now you carry him in the recesses of yourself. You have become him. There can
be a world of meaning in a single shot. Here authorship and the author’s fate
converge.

SCREEN DIRECTION AND ANGLES

Screen direction is a term describing a subject’s direction or movement, especially
when a subject’s movement links several shots, as in a chase (Figure 4-4).
An important screen convention is that characters and their movements are
generally observed from only one side of the scene axis. Let’s imagine you ignored
this and intercut one part of a parade moving across the screen L-R (left
to right) with another going R-L. The audience would expect the two factions
to collide, as when police move into a position where they can block a
demonstration.

Now suppose you run ahead of the parade to watch it file past a landmark.
In the new position you would see marchers entering an empty street from the
same screen direction. But in life, you might cross the parade’s path to watch
it from the other side. This would be unremarkable because you initiated the
relocation. But in film, cutting to a camera position across the axis must be
specially set up or it reverses some screen directions and causes disorientation for
the spectator.

CHANGING SCREEN DIRECTION

You can make a parade change screen direction by filming at an angle to a corner
(Figure 4-5). The marchers enter in the background going screen right to screen
left (R-L), turn the corner in the foreground, and exit L-R. In essence they have
changed screen direction. If subsequent shots are to match, their action will also
have to be L-R.

Another solution to changing screen direction is to dolly during a gap in the
parade so the camera visibly crosses the subject’s axis of movement (Figure 4-6).
Remember that any change of observing camera orientation to the action must
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Screen Left to Right
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Downscreen
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Screen Right to Left

FIGURE 4-4

A range of screen directions and their descriptions.

be shown onscreen. Screen direction can be changed without trouble if we see
the change onscreen.

DIFFERENT ANGLES ON THE SAME ACTION

So far we have found everyday human correlations for every aspect of film
language. But can there be one to justify using very different angles to cover the
same action? We said earlier that cutting together long and closer shots taken
from a single axis or direction suggests, by excluding the irrelevant, an observer’s
changed degree of concentration. But now imagine the scene of a tense family
meal that is covered from several very different angles. Though it’s a familiar
screen convention, surely it has no corollary in life? Ah, but wait. This narrative
device—switching viewpoints during a single scene—was a prose convention long
before film was invented; so probably it has rather deep roots.

In literature it is clear that multiple points of view imply not physical changes
of vantage point but shifts in psychological and emotional points of view. The
same is true when this strategy is used onscreen. But film is misleading because,
unlike literature, it seems to give us “real” events and a “real” vantage point, so
we must constantly remind ourselves that film gives us a perception of events, a
“seeming” that is not, despite appearances, the events themselves.

Here’s an example from your own life. When you are a bystander during a
major disagreement between friends, you get so absorbed that you forget all
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FIGURE 4-5

By shooting at a corner, a parade or moving object can be made to change screen

direction.
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FIGURE 4-6

Dollying sideways between floats in a parade changes the parade’s effective screen direc-
tion, but the dollying movement must be shown.
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about yourself. Instead, you go through a series of internal agreements and dis-
agreements, seeing first one person’s point, then another’s. You get so involved
that you virtually experience each of the protagonists’ realities. Screen language
evokes this heightened subjectivity by employing a series of physically privileged
views. These correspond, we have learned, with the way an observer can iden-
tify with different people as time progresses. Under such close examination, our
sympathy and fascination migrates from person to person. What’s important is
that an empathic shift must be rooted in an identifiable point of view—usually
one of the characters—if it is to pass as natural and integrated. This state of
heightened and all-encompassing concentration is not one that anyone normally
maintains for long.

ABSTRACTION

The alternative pole to this state of probing emotional inquiry is that of with-
drawal into mental stocktaking or abstraction. We alter our examination from
the whole to a part, or a part to the whole—whatever suffices to occupy our
reverie. Watch your own shifts of attention; you will find that you often do this
to escape into a private realm where you can speculate, contemplate, remember,
or imagine. Often a detail catching your eye at this time turns out to have sym-
bolic meaning, or is a part made to stand for a whole. Thus a car door immersed
up to the door handle in swirling water can stand for a whole flood. This
oft-used principle in film is called synecdoche (pronounced sin-ECK-doh-kee). It
arises when our eye alights on something symbolic, that is, something conven-
tionally representative, much as a scale represents justice or a flower growing on
an empty lot might represent renewal.

Abstraction can arise for different reasons. Going into reverie may represent
withdrawal or refuge by the Observer, but also taking refuge inward as one makes
an intense search for the significance of a recent event. Selective focus is a device
used to suggest this state. When an object is isolated on the screen, with its fore-
ground and background thrown out of focus, it strongly suggests abstracted
vision. Abnormal motion—either slow or fast—has rather the same effect. These
are ways to represent how we routinely dismantle reality and distance ourselves
from the moment. We may be searching for meaning, hiding from pain, or simply
regenerating ourselves through imaginative play.

SUBJECTIVITY AND OBJECTIVITY

Our world is full of dualities, oppositions, and ironic contrasts. You drive your
car very fast at night, and then, stopping to look at the stars you become aware
of your own insignificance under their light, which has taken millions of years
to reach your eye. Human attention shifts from subjectivity to objectivity, from
past to present and back again, from looking at a crowd as a phenomenon to
looking at the profile of a woman as she turns away. There is screen language to
replicate every phase of the Observer’s attention. If as a filmmaker you make the
shifts in the image-stream consistent with human consciousness, your audience
will experience an integrated being’s presence—that of our invisible, thinking, all-
seeing Concerned Observer.
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DURATION, RHYTHM, AND CONCENTRATION

Human beings are directed by rhythms that begin in the brain and control heart-
beat and breathing. We tap our feet to music or jump up to dance when the music
takes us. Everything we do is measured by the beat, duration, and capacity of
our minds and bodies.

Screen language is governed by other human capacities. The duration of a
shot, for instance, is determined by how much attention it demands, just as the
decision of when to cross the road is governed by how long we take to scope out
the traffic. The speed of a movement on the screen is judged by its context, where
it is going, and why.

Speech has inherently powerful rhythms. The Czech composer Leo$ Jandcek
was so fascinated by language rhythms that his late compositions draw on
the pacing and tonal patterns of people talking. Films—particularly those
with long dialogue scenes—are composed similarly around the speech and
movement rhythms of the characters. Screen language mimics the way an
observer’s senses shift direction and follows the way we maintain concentration
by refreshing our minds through search. Complex dialogue scenes are always the
most difficult to get right in editing because subtextual consistency depends on
delicate nuances.

Rhythm plays an important role in helping us assimilate film, but this comes
from an old, established principle. Archaic narratives like Homer’s Odyssey, the
Arthurian legends, and the Norse sagas were composed in strict rhythmic pat-
terns. This not only made memorization easier for the troubadours who recited
them from court to court, but language with a strong rhythmic structure helped
audiences concentrate longer.

Film language makes use of every possible rhythm, not only speech. Many
sounds from everyday life—bird song, traffic, the sounds from a building site, or
the wheels of a train—contain strong rhythms to help in composing a sequence.
Even static pictorial compositions contain visual rhythms derived from the sen-
sations of symmetry, balance, repetition, opposition, and patterns that intrigue
the eye.

SEQUENCE AND MEMORY

In life there is an everlasting flow of events, and only some of them are memo-
rable. A biography takes only the significant parts of a life and jumps them
together. The building blocks are segments of time (the hero’s visit to the hospi-
tal emergency room after a road accident), the events at a location (the high
points of his residency in Rome), or of a developing idea (as he builds their home,
his wife loses patience with the slowness of the process). Because time and space
are now indicated, there are junctures between the narrative building blocks that
must either be indicated or hidden as the story demands. These junctures are
transitions, to be emphasized or elided (glided over).

Actually this process of elision is also faithful to human experience because
our memory casts off whatever is insignificant. If you think back on the sensa-
tions you had during an accident, you’ll find your recall keeps only the signifi-
cant parts, almost like a shot list for a film sequence. The memory is a fine editor.
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Once, advising two students who were feeling defeated in front of their 70 hours
of documentary dailies, I surprised them by telling them not to use their logs at
all, but to write down what they remembered. What they wrote down was, of
course, that minority of the footage that “had something,” and this became the
core of a successful film.

When we have a dream or tell an experience, we relay only the tips of what
we recall, never the troughs.

TRANSITIONS AND TRANSITIONAL DEVICES

The transitions we make in life—from place to place, or from time to time—are
either imperceptible because we are preoccupied or come as a surprise or shock.
Stories replicate this by hiding the seams between sequences or by indicating and
even emphasizing them. An action match between a woman drinking her morning
fruit juice and a beer drinker raising his glass in a smoky dive minimizes the scene
shift by drawing attention to the act of drinking. A dissolve from one scene to
another would signal, in rather creaky language, “and time passed.” A simple
cut from one place to the next leaves the audience to fill in the blank. However,
imagine the scene of a teenager singing along to the car radio on a long, boring
drive, followed by flash images of a truck, screeching tires, and the youngster
yanking desperately at the steering wheel. The transition from comfort to panic
is intentionally a shock transition and reproduces the violent change we undergo
when taken nastily by surprise.

Sound can be used as a transitional device. Hearing a conversation over an
empty landscape can draw us forward into the next scene (of two campers in
their tent). Cutting to a shot of a cityscape while we still hear the campsite bird
song gives the feeling of being confronted with a change of location while the
mind and heart lag behind in the woodland. Both these transitional devices imply
an emotional point of view.

Each transition, like the literary phrase, and then, is a narrative device with
its own way of handling the progression between two discontinuous story seg-
ments. Each transition’s style also implies an attitude or point of view emanat-
ing from the characters or Storyteller.

SCREEN LANGUAGE IN SUMMARY

Screen language is routinely confused with professional packaging and can easily
lack soul when used offhandedly to present events to an audience. But whenever
we sense the sympathy and integrity of a questing human intelligence at work,
life onscreen becomes human and compelling instead of mechanical and banal.

Imagine that you go to your high school reunion and afterward see what
another participant filmed with his little video camera. It was his eyes and ears,
recording whatever he cared to notice. Afterward you find that his version of
the events gives a strong idea of his personality. You see not only whom he looked
at and talked to, but based on how he spent time with each person and event,
you see his mind and heart at work and even into the inner workings of his
character.
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Likewise, the handling of events and personalities in intelligent fiction always
implies an overarching heart and mind behind the perceiving. Under the auteur
theory of filmmaking, this is the director’s vision. But controlling how a whole
film crew and actors create the perceptual stream is simply beyond any one
person’s control, so I prefer to personify the intelligence behind the film’s point
of view as that of the Storyteller. This is not the simple “I” of the director, but
a fictional entity as complex and dependent on the director’s invention as any of
the film’s characters.

Less obviously this is also true for documentary and other nonfiction forms.
All are constructs, even though they may take their materials directly from life.
At its most compelling, screen language implies the course of a particular intel-
ligence at work as it grapples with the events in which it participates. People who
work successfully in the medium seem to understand this instinctively, but I have
never heard or read what I have just written. If you happen to lack such instinct,
simply pattern your work around the natural, observable processes of human
perception, human action, and human reaction. You can’t go far wrong if you
are true to life. As you do this, your film will somehow take on a narrative
persona all its own, and as this emerges you should augment it.

RESEARCHING TO BE A STORYTELLER

You could prepare yourself for the responsibility of storytelling by reading all of
Proust and Henry James. If you don’t have the time, simply form the habit of
monitoring your own processes of physical and emotional observation, especially
under duress. You’ll constantly forget to do this homework because we are
prisoners of our own subjectivity. In ordinary living we see, think, and react
automatically, storing our conclusions but remaining oblivious to how we arrived
there. Now compare this with what you usually see on the screen. The camera’s
verisimilitude makes events unfold with seeming objectivity. Well used, it gives
events the force of inevitability, like music that is perfectly judged.

Students often assume that the cinema process and its instruments are an
alchemy that will aggrandize and ennoble whatever they put before the camera.
But cameras and projectors simply frame and magnify. Truth looks more true
and artifice more artificial. Small is big, and big is enormous. Every step by a
film’s makers relentlessly exposes their fallibilities along with their true insights.
To use the medium successfully you will need to understand a lot about the
human psyche. You must develop an instinct for what your audience will make
of anything you give them. This is rooted not in audience studies or theory, but
in your instinct for human truth and human judgments.

Let’s say it again: A film delivers not only a filtered version of events but also,
by mimicking human consciousness, it implies a human heart and mind doing
the observing. Screen some of the world’s first films and you’ll comprehend this.
Louis and Auguste Lumiére are palpably present behind their wooden box
camera, winding away at the handle until their handmade filmstock runs out. It
is through their minds as much as their cameras that we see workers leaving the
Lumiére factory in Lyon or the train disgorging passengers so casually unaware
of the history they are making.
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Film conventions are modeled on the dialectical flow of our consciousness
whenever we are following something of importance to us. Our emotional
responses play a huge part in this by literally directing our sight and hearing. You
can test this. Try noting what you remember from a striking event you experi-
enced. What most people write down about an accident, for instance, is highly
visual, abbreviated, selective, and emotionally loaded. Just like a film!

WHY DOCUMENTARY TRAINING IS USEFUL

Unfortunately there is a perception on the part of would-be fiction filmmakers
that documentary is a lesser form. Actually, some direct cinema experience, if
you can get it, is very useful. Direct cinema is also called observational filming,
and it demands that the camera is subservient to the action and does not intrude
into or alter any of the processes it films. John Cassavetes’ earliest films, such as
Shadows (1959), Faces (1968), and Husbands (1970), were made in this way and
remain powerful and disturbing to this day. He believed that the stock Freudian,
psychological keys to character are bogus, and instead character is formed or
even found in the interstices of human interaction. Ray Carney in The Films of
John Cassavetes (Cambridge University Press, 1994) has written with rare insight
about how Cassavetes’ characters plunge into experiences in order to learn about
them:

But the openness of Cassavetes’ characters is much more radical than their merely
being open to change or defying prediction, and that leads to the second differ-
ence between Cassavetes’ characters and those in virtually all other American
feature films. The Cassavetean self is open in the sense of pulling down the walls
that normally separate one character from another. Like onstage performers,
characters like Lelia, Mabel, and Gloria make themselves up and revise them-
selves in a continuous process of dramatic improvisation in response to the dif-
ferent audiences before which they appear. Their identities are relational; they
are, at least in part, negotiated with others. Cassavetes’ leading characters figure
an extreme degree of awareness of, sensitivity to, and responsiveness to others;
yet that is not to put it strongly enough. Cassavetes’ characters are so open to
external influences and so willing to make adjustments in their positions that it
would be better to say that it is as if their identities are not theirs alone, but
shared with others. They are not in complete control of their selves, but turn
over part of the control to others. Their selves are not solid and bounded,
but soft and permeable; others reach into them, affect them, change them, and
at times even inhabit them ... Their identities are supremely vulnerable—
continuously susceptible to violation or deformation.

(Introduction, pp 21-22)

Perhaps only an extremely experienced and passionately committed actor could
possibly create characters with such a truthful degree of human volatility
and at the same time understand the futility of stock forms of illustrative
characterization.

Your ability to see actors at work and challenge them to create between them-
selves will be enhanced if you use improvisation techniques and a documentary
technique that captures what actually happens. For you, documentary can:
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Offer a rapid and voluminous training in finding stories and telling them on
the screen.

Develop confidence in your abilities and show the rewards of spontaneity
and adapting to the actual.

Demand that its makers use intuitive judgments.
Develop your eye for a focused and truthful human presence.

Offer a workout in the language of film and demand that you find a means
of narrative compression.

Offer the opportunity for fast shooting but slow editing and time to con-
template the results. Fiction, conversely, is slow to shoot but fast to edit.

Require much inventiveness and adaptability in the area of sound shooting.
Sound design can be quite intensive in documentary, and location sound
inequities teach the preeminent importance of good microphone choice and
positioning.

Show you real characters in real action. Character is allied with will or voli-
tion, and each is best revealed when the subject has to struggle with some
obstacle. You’ll also see Carney’s observation in action: that individual iden-
tity is somehow developed between people and is not a fixed and formed
commodity that functions the same way in all circumstances.

Face you with the need to capture evidence of character-making decisions.
Gripping observational documentary usually deals with the behavior of
people trying to accomplish things. Documentaries expose the elements of
good dramatic writing by revealing these principles at work in life.

Allow you to see how, in active characters, issues flow from decisions, and
decisions create new issues.

Demonstrate how character-driven documentaries are no different from
character-driven fiction. Well-conceived documentary is thus a laboratory of
character-driven drama.

Show how editing must impose brevity, compression, and rhythm. In fiction,
this has to be injected at the writing stage. Thus documentary teaches why
the elements of good writing involve brevity, compression, and action.

License a director and camera crew to improvise and spontaneously create.

Give directors advance experience of participants simply being, a crucial
benchmark for knowing when actors have reached that state during the
search for spontaneity.

Teach the director to catalyze truth from participants, so a fiction director
can learn to do the same with actors.

Pose the same narrative problems as fiction, thus giving what is really writing
experience.

Help the whole crew to see all human action as dramatic evidence.

Be shot in real time, when drama must be plucked from life. This accustoms
directors to thinking on their feet.

Establish that the risk/confrontation/chemistry of the moment are the stock
in trade of both documentary and improvisational fiction.
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Documentary coverage of fiction film rehearsals is useful for:

® Discovering the best camera positions.

® Practicing camera framing and movements as something subservient to
actors.

e Revealing performance inequities on the screen.

¢ Demystifying the relationship between live performance and its results on
the screen.

e Seeing need for rewrites based on the screen results.

¢ Giving experience in working with non-actors or actors who are marginally
experienced.

e Helping to spot clichés, bad acting habits, and areas that are forced or false.

e Helping prepare actors for the presence of camera—thus lowering the regres-
sion that follows the introduction of a camera when shooting begins.

e Posing problems of adaptation to a here-and-now actuality.

In later chapters I strongly advocate shooting continuous-take documentary cov-
erage of rehearsals, from which (if you follow my advice) you will see the value
of your work in the points above. Should documentary catch your interest, the
companion volume to this book will expand the points above (Michael Rabiger,
Directing the Documentary 3 edition, Burlington, MA Focal Press, 1998). Incor-
porating a documentary attitude to human truth could change how you think
about fiction and put you with the modern masters of the cinema who are moving
cinema away from its theatrical beginnings.



CHAPTER 5

SEEING WITH A
MOVIEMAKER’S EYE

The four study projects in this chapter will make you familiar with the essentials
of composition, editing, script analysis, and lighting. Collectively they yield the
basics of seeing with a moviemaker’s eye and will be immensely useful to your
confidence when you begin directing.

PROJECT 5-1: PICTURE COMPOSITION ANALYSIS

A stimulating and highly productive way to investigate composition is to do so
with several other people or as a class. Though what follows is written for a
study group, you can do it solo if circumstances so dictate.

Equipment Required: For static composition, a slide projector and/or an over-
head projector to enlarge graphics are best but not indispensable. For dynamic
composition you will need a video or DVD player.

Object: To learn the composition of visual elements by studying how the eye
reacts to a static composition and then how it handles dynamic composition, that
is, composition during movement.

Study Materials: For static composition, a book of figurative painting repro-
ductions (best used under an overhead projector so you have a big image to scan),
or better, a dozen or more 35 mm art slides, also projected as large images. Slides
of Impressionist paintings are good, but the more eclectic your collection, the
better. For dynamic composition, use any visually interesting sequences from a
favorite movie, though any Eisenstein movie will be ideal.

ANALYSIS FORMAT

In a class setting it’s important to keep a discussion going, but if you are working
alone, notes or sketches are a good way to log what you discover. Help from
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books on composition is not easily gained because many texts make composi-
tion seem intimidating or formulaic and may be difficult to apply to the moving
image. Sometimes rules prevent seeing rather than promoting it, so trust your
eye to see what is really there and use your own non-specialist vocabulary to
describe it.

STRATEGY FOR STUDY

If you are leading a group, you will need to explain what is wanted something

like this:

We’re doing this to discover how each person’s visual perception actually works.
I’ll put a picture up on the screen. Notice where your eye goes in the composi-
tion first, and then what course it takes as you examine the rest of the picture.
After about 15 seconds I'll ask someone to describe what path his eye followed.
You don’t need any special jargon, just let your responses come from the specifics
of each picture. Please avoid the temptation to look for a story in the picture or
to guess what the picture is “about,” even when it suggests a story.

With each new image, pick a new person to comment. Because not everyone’s
eye responds the same way, there will be interesting discussions about the vari-
ations. There will usually be a great deal of agreement, so everyone is led to for-
mulate ideas about visual reflexes and about what compositional components the
eye finds attractive and engrossing. It is good to start simply and graduate to
more abstract images, and then even to completely abstract ones. Many people,
relieved of the burden of deciding a picture’s “subject,” can begin to enjoy a
Kandinsky, a Mondrian, or a Pollock for itself, without fuming over whether or
not it is really art. After about an hour of pictures and discussion, encourage
your group to frame their own guidelines for composing images.

After the group has formed some ideas and gained confidence from analyz-
ing paintings, I usually show both good and bad photos. Photography, less obvi-
ously contrived than painting, tends to be accepted less critically. This is a good
moment to uncover in striking photography just how many classical elements
arise from what first appeared to be a straight record of life.

Here are questions to help you discover ways to see more critically. They can
be applied after seeing a number of paintings or photos, or you could direct the
group’s attention to each question’s area as it becomes relevant.

STATIC COMPOSITION

1. After your eye has taken in the whole, review its starting point. Why did it
go to that point in the picture? (Common reasons: brightest point in com-
position, darkest place in an otherwise light composition, single area of an
arresting color, significant junction of lines creating a focal point.)

2. When your eye moved away from its point of first attraction, what did it
follow? (Commonly: lines, perhaps actual ones like the line of a fence or an
outstretched arm, or inferred lines such as the sightline from one character
looking at another. Sometimes the eye simply moves to another significant
area in the composition, going from one organized area to another and
jumping skittishly across the intervening disorganization.)
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10.

11.

. How much movement did your eye make before returning to its starting

point?
What specifically drew your eye to each new place?

. If you trace an imaginary line over the painting to show the route your eye

took, what shape do you have? (Sometimes this is a circular pattern and
sometimes a triangle or ellipse, but it can be many shapes. Any shape at all
can reveal an alternative organization that helps you see beyond the wretched
and dominating idea that every picture tells a story.)

Are there any places along your imaginary line that seem specially charged
with energy? (These are often sightlines: between the Virgin’s eyes and her
baby’s, between a guitarist’s and his hand on the strings, between two field
workers, one of whom is facing away.)

How would you characterize the compositional movement? (For example,
geometrical, repetitive textures, swirling, falling inward, symmetrically di-
vided down the middle, flowing diagonally, etc. Making a translation from
one medium to another—in this case from the visual to the verbal—always
helps you discover what is truly there.)

. What parts, if any, do the following play in a particular picture?

repetition
parallels
convergence
divergence

curves

straight lines
strong verticals
strong horizontals
strong diagonals
textures
non-naturalistic coloring
light and shade

human figures

How is depth suggested? (This is an ever-present problem for the director
of photography (DP) who, if inexperienced, is liable to take what I think of
as the firing squad approach: that is, placing the human subjects against a
flat background and shooting them. Unless there is something to create
different planes, like a wall angling away from the foreground to suggest a
receding space, the screen is like a painter’s canvas and looks what it really
is—two-dimensional.)

How are the individuality and mood of the human subjects expressed? (This
is commonly through facial expression and body language, of course. But
more interesting are the juxtapositions the painter makes of person to person,
person to surroundings, or people inside a total design.)

How is space arranged on either side of a human subject, particularly in por-
traits? (Usually in profiles there is lead space, that is, more space in front of
the person than behind them, as if in response to our need to see what the
person sees.)
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12. How much headroom is given above a person, particularly in a close-up?
(Sometimes the edge of a frame cuts off the top of a head or may not show
one head at all in a group shot.)

13. How often and how deliberately are people and objects placed at the margins
of the picture so you have to imagine what is cut off? (By demonstrating the
frame’s restriction you can make the viewer’s imagination supply what is
beyond the edges of the “window.”)

VISUAL RHYTHM: HOW DURATION AFFECTS PERCEPTION

So far I have stressed the idea of an immediate, instinctual response to the orga-
nization of an image. When you show a series of slides without comment, you
move to a new image after sufficient time for the eye to absorb each picture.
Some pictures require longer than others. For a movie audience, unless shots are
held for an unusual length of time, as pioneered in Antonioni’s L’Avventura
(1960), this is how an audience must deal with each new shot in a film.

Unlike responding to a photograph or painting, which can be studied
thoughtfully and at leisure, the filmgoer must interpret the image within an
unremitting and preordained forward movement in time. It is like reading a
poster on the side of a moving bus: if the words and images cannot be assimi-
lated in the given time, the inscription goes past without being understood. If,
however, the bus is crawling in a traffic jam, you may have time to absorb and
become critical or even rejecting of the poster.

This tells us that there is an optimum duration for each shot to stay on the
screen. It depends on the complexity of a shot’s content and form and how hard
the viewer must work to extract its significance and intended meaning. An invis-
ible third factor also affects ideal shot duration—that of expectation. The audi-
ence may work fast at interpreting each new image, or slowly, depending on how
much time the film has allowed for interpreting preceding shots.

The principle by which a shot’s duration is determined according to content,
form, significance, and expectation is called visual rhythm. A filmmaker, like a
musician, can either relax or intensify a visual rhythm, and this has consequences
for the cutting rate and the ideal tempo of camera movements.

Ideal films for studying compositional relationships in film and visual rhythm
are classics by the Russian director Sergei Eisenstein, such as The Battleship
Potemkin (1925), Que Viva Mexico (1931-1932), Alexander Nevsky (1938), and
Ivan the Terrible (1944-1946). Eisenstein’s origins as a theater designer made
him very aware of the impact upon an audience of musical and visual design.
His sketchbooks show how carefully he designed everything in each shot, down
to the costumes. More recent films with a strong sense of design are Ingmar
Bergman’s The Seventh Seal (1956), Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange
(1971), and David Lynch’s Blue Velvet (1986).

Designer’s sketches and the comic strip are the precursor of the storyboard
(see example in Figure 6-2 in the next chapter), which is much used by ad agen-
cies and conservative elements in the film industry to lock down what each new
frame will convey. Storyboarding is particularly helpful for the inexperienced,
even when your artistry is as lousy as mine and doesn’t run much beyond stick
figures.
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DYNAMIC COMPOSITION

With moving images, more compositional principles come into play. A balanced
composition can become disturbingly unbalanced should someone cross the
frame, or leave it altogether. Even the turn of a figure’s head in the foreground
may posit a new eyeline (subject-to-subject axis), which in turn demands a com-
positional rebalancing. Then again, zooming in from a wide shot demands
reframing because compositionally there is a drastic change, even though the
subject is the same.

To study dynamic composition, find a visually interesting sequence, such as
the chase in John Ford’s Stagecoach (1939) or William Friedkin’s The French
Connection (1971) or almost any part of Andrew Davis’ The Fugitive (1993).
Here your VCR’s slow-scan function will be very useful. See how many of these
aspects you can find:

1. Reframing because the subject moved (look for a variety of camera
adjustments)

2. Reframing as a consequence of something or someone entering the frame
3. Reframing in anticipation of something or someone entering the frame

4. A change in the point of focus to move attention from background to fore-
ground or vice versa. (This changes the texture of significant areas of the
composition from hard focus to soft.)

5. Strong movement within an otherwise static composition (How many can
you find? Across frame, diagonally, from background to foreground, from
foreground to background, up frame, down frame, etc. Eisenstein films are
full of these compositions.)

In addition, ask yourself the following questions:

1. How much do you feel identified with each kind of subject movement? (This
is a tricky issue, but in general the nearer you are to the axis of a movement,
the more subjective is your sense of involvement).

2. How quickly does the camera adjust to a figure who gets up and moves to
another place in frame? (Often camera movements are motivated by changes
from within the composition, and subject and camera moves are made syn-
chronous, with no clumsy lag or anticipation. When documentary covers
spontaneous events, such inaccuracies are normal and signal that nothing is
contrived.)

3. How often are the camera or the characters blocked (that is, choreographed)
to isolate one character? What is the dramatic justification?

4. How often is the camera moved or the characters blocked so as to bring two
characters back into frame? (Good camerawork, composition, and blocking
is always trying to show relatedness. This helps to intensify meanings and
ironies and reduces the need to manufacture relationship through editing.)

5. How often is composition angled down sightlines and seeing in depth, and
how often do sightlines cross the screen and render space as flat? (Point of
view often shifts at these junctures from subjective to objective.)



5: SEEING WITH A MOVIEMAKER’S EYE

75

6. What do changes of angle and composition make you feel about (or toward)
the characters? (Probably you will feel more involved, then more objective.)

7. Find several compositions that successfully create depth and define what
visual element is responsible. (An obvious one is where the camera is next
to a railroad line as a train rushes up and past. Both the perspective revealed
by the rails and the movement of the train create depth. In deep shots, dif-
ferent zones of lighting at varying distances from the camera, or zones of
hard and soft focus, can also achieve this.)

8. How many shots can you find where the camera changes position to include
more or different background detail to comment on the foreground subject?

INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL COMPOSITION

So far we have been looking at composition that is internal to each shot. Another
form of compositional relationship is the momentary relationship between an
outgoing shot and the next, incoming shot. This relationship called external com-
position, is a hidden part of film language. It is hidden because we are unaware
of how much it influences our judgments and expectations.

A common usage for external composition is when a character leaving the
frame in the outgoing shot (A) leads the spectator’s eye to the very place in shot
B where an assassin will emerge in a large and restless crowd. The eye is con-
ducted to the right place in a busy composition.

Another example might be the framing of two complementary close shots in
which two characters have an intense conversation. The compositions are similar
but symmetrically opposed. In Figure 5-1 the two-shot (A) gives a good overall
feel of the scene, but man and child are too far away. The close shots, (B) and
(C), retain the feel of the scene but effectively cut out the dead space between
them. Note that the heads are not centered: each person has lead (rhyming with
“feed”) space in front of his face, and this reflects his positioning in the two-shot.
The man is high in the frame and looking downward, and the child lower in the
frame and looking up—just as in the matching two-shot.

Other aspects will emerge if you apply the questions below to the film
sequences you review. Use the slow-scan function to examine compositional rela-
tionships at the cutting point. Go backward and forward several times over each
cut to be sure you miss nothing. Try these for yourself:

1. Where was your point of concentration at the end of the shot? (You can trace
where your eye goes by moving your finger around the screen of the monitor.
Your last point in the outgoing shot is where your eye enters the composition
of the incoming shot. Notice how shot duration determines the distance
the eye travels in exploring the shot. This means that on top of what we
have already established about shot length, it is also a factor in external
composition.)

2. What kinds of symmetry exist between complementary shots (that is,
between shots designed to be intercut)?

3. What is the relationship between two different-sized shots of the same subject
that are designed to cut together? (This is a revealing one; the inexperienced
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FIGURE 5-1

Wide shot and two complementary close-ups (CUs). Notice the lead space in front of each CU char-
acter and how the height and placing in the frame of each replicates the composition of the master
shot.

9.
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camera operator will produce medium shots and close shots that cut poorly
because the placements of the subject are incompatible.)

4. Examine a match cut very slowly and see if there is any overlap. (Especially
where there is relatively fast action, a match cut, to look smooth, needs about
four frames of the action repeated on the incoming shot. This is because the
eye does not register the first three or four frames of any new image. This
built-in perceptual lag means that when you cut to the beat of music, the
only way to make the cuts look in sync with the beat is to make each cut
around three or four frames before the actual beat point.)

5. Find visual comparisons in external composition that make a Storyteller’s
comment (for instance, cut from a pair of eyes to car headlights approach-
ing at night, from a dockside crane to a man feeding birds with arm out-
stretched, etc.)

COMPOSITION, FORM, AND FUNCTION

Form is the manner in which content is presented, and visual composition as part
of form is not mere embellishment but a vital element in communication. While
it interests and even delights the eye, good composition is an important orga-
nizing force when used to dramatize relativity and relationship, and to project
ideas. Superior composition not only makes the subject (content) accessible, it
heightens the viewer’s perceptions and stimulates his or her imaginative involve-
ment, like language from the pen of a good poet.

I believe that form follows function, and that you should involve yourself
with content before looking for the appropriate form to best communicate it.
Another way of working, which comes from being more interested in language
than content, is to decide on a form and then look for an appropriate subject.
The difference is one of purpose and temperament. Content, form, structure, and
style are analyzed in greater detail in Chapters 12 to 16.

So far we have looked at pictorial composition, but a film’s sound track is
also a composition and is critically important to a film’s overall impact. The study
of sound is included in the next editing study project.

PROJECT 5-2: EDITING ANALYSIS
Equipment Required: VCR or DVD player as in Project 1

Objective: To produce a detailed analysis of a portion of film using standard
abbreviations and terminology; to analyze the way a film is constructed; and to
distinguish the conventions of film language so they can be used confidently

Study Materials: Any well-made feature film containing dialogue scenes and
processes that have clear beginnings, middles, and ends will do, but I recommend
these films for their excellent development of characters and settings:

e Terence Malick’s Days of Heaven (1978) for its awe-inspiring cinematogra-
phy of the Texas landscape, its exploration of space and loneliness, and its
unusual and effective pacing. The film uses the younger sister Linda as a
narrator.



78

SCREENCRAFT

e Peter Weir’s Witness (19835) for its classically shot dialogue scenes, its explo-
ration of love between mismatched cultures, and the superb Amish work
sequences.

e Stephen Daldry’s Billy Elliot (2000) has interesting character studies and
dynamic dance sequences.

FIRST VIEWING

First, see the whole film without stopping, and then see it a second time before
you attempt any analysis. Write down all the strong feelings the film evoked,
paying no attention to order. Note from memory which sequences sparked those
feelings. You may have an additional sequence or two that intrigued you as a
piece of virtuoso storytelling. Note these down, too, but whatever you study
should be something that hits you at an emotional, rather than a merely intel-
lectual, level.

ANALYSIS FORMAT

What you write down will be displayed on paper in split page format, also known
as TV script format. All visuals are placed on the left half of the page and all
sound occupies the right half (Figure 5-2).

First, transcribe the picture and dialogue—shot by shot and word by word—
as they relate to each other. Your draft transcript should be written with wide
line spacing on numerous sheets of paper so you can insert additional informa-
tion on subsequent passes. Once this basic information is on paper, you can turn
to such things as shot transitions, internal and external composition of shots,
screen direction, camera movements, opticals (such as fades, dissolves, superim-
positions), sound effects, and the use of music. You will need to make a number
of shot-by-shot passes through your chosen sequence, dealing with one or two
aspects of the content and form at a time.

Because your objective is to extract the maximum amount of information
about an interesting passage of film language, it is better to do a short sequence
(two to four minutes) very thoroughly than a long one superficially. Script
formats, whether split page or screenplay, show only what can be seen and heard.
Some of your notes (for example, on the mood a shot evokes) will clutter the
functional simplicity of your transcript, so keep them separately.

MAKING AND USING A FLOOR PLAN

For a sequence containing a dialogue exchange, make a floor plan (also called a
ground plan) sketch (Figure 5-3). In the example, the character Eric enters, stands
in front of William, goes to the phone, picks up a book from the table, looks out
the window, and then sits on the couch. The whole action has been covered by
three camera positions. Making a floor plan for a sequence allows you to: recre-
ate what a whole room or location layout looks like, record how the characters
move around, and decide how the camera is placed. This will help you decide
where to place your own camera in the future, and it reveals how little of an
environment needs to be shown for the audience to create the rest in their im-
aginations. This is the co-creation discussed earlier in Chapter 1.
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TB Sanatorium Sequence

ACTION SOUND
Fade in LS ruins of sanatorium. Birdsong, distant jet, sounds of
Camera pans left around buildings, distant softball players.
stops with two small figures walking
slowly.
Cut to two pairs of feet walking on Fade in sound of elderly man coughing.

brick path, weeds growing up.

2S Sylvia and Aaron in profile. Young Man’s Voice: “Dad? Dad?”

POV shot residential building, Aaron: “This is where I came to see
windows broken. him...

Telephoto shot of gutter with ferns ....last. You know what he missed the
growing against skyline. most?”

Sylvia: “Your mother?”

LS through ruined greenhouse, Sylvia Aaron: “No, his garden. His damned

and Aaron in BG. garden.”

POV shot sapling growing up through Aaron: “Why did they let this place
broken glass roof. go? It used to be so beautiful.”

CS Aaron’s hand opening creaky gate. Sylvia: “How long did you come here?”
WS enclosure with vegetable plots, Aaron: “Just over a year. He had a

one old man working in BG. Sylvia and | vegetable plot here. Towards the end I
Aaron enter shot from camera right. had to do everything for him.”

Sylvia: “That’s how you became such a

gardener?”
28, Aaron looks off camera left, Aaron: “I used to see that thing all
Sylvia follows his gaze. the time while I was digging...
POV shot, high chimney next to large ...It seemed to be waiting for him to
building. die.”

Neglected rock garden, pond dry with Aaron: “When I was a kid and Dad had
weeds growing out of cracks. left us, I used to try and hate him,

but I never could. (Pause) Sylvie, it
was a mistake to come back here.”

Frontal 2S, Sylvia puts her arm
around Aaron, who has become very sad.

FIGURE 5-2

Split page format, also known as TV script format. Picture is always on the left, sound
on the right. (LS = long shot, MS = medium shot, CS = close shot, 2S = two shot, that is,
shot containing two people, POV = point-of-view shot.)

STRATEGY FOR STUDY

Your split page script should contain:

1. Action-side descriptions of
a. each shot (who, what, when, where)
b. its action content
C. camera movements
d. optical effects (fades, dissolves, etc.)
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Eric

( Al / William
AVA 1L_ T\;

FIGURE 5-3

Floor or ground plan showing entry and movement of character Eric and the camera positions to cover
the action.

2. Sound-side descriptions of:
a. dialogue, word for word
b. positioning of dialogue relative to the action
c. music starting and stopping points
d. featured sound effects (that is, other than synchronous, or “sync” sound)

Sound that is native to the location is called diegetic sound. Non-diegetic sound
is that which has been applied as counterpoint, for example, the sound of a loud
heartbeat placed over a man trapped in an elevator.

Very important: Read from the film rather than reading into it. Film is a
complex and deceptive medium; like a glib and clever acquaintance, it can make
you uneasy about your perceptions and too ready to accept what should be seen
or should be felt. Recognize what the film made you feel, then trace your impres-
sions to what can actually be seen and heard in the film. To avoid overload, scru-
tinize the sequence during each pass on just a few of the aspects listed below. Try
to find at least one example of everything so you understand the concepts at
work. Though I have listed them in a logical order for inquiry, reorder my list if
you prefer.

First Impressions
What was the progression of feelings you had watching the sequence?
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Definition and Statistics

How long is the sequence (minutes and seconds)?
What determines the sequence’s beginning and ending points?
How many picture cuts does it contain?
Is its span determined by:
Being at one location?
Being a continuous segment of time?
A particular mood?
The stages of a process?

Something else?

The duration of each shot and how often the camera angle is changed may be
aspects of the genre (what type of film it is) or a director’s particular style, or
suggested by the sequence’s content. Try to decide whether the content or its treat-
ment is determining the frequency of cutting.

Use

of Camera

How many different motivations can you find for the camera to make a
movement?

Does the camera follow the movement of a character?

Does a car or other moving object permit the camera to pan the length of
the street so that camera movement seems to arise from action in the frame?

How does the camera lay out a landscape or a scene’s geography for the
audience?

When does the camera move in closer to intensify our relationship with
someone or something?

When does the camera move away from someone or something so we see
more objectively?

Does the camera reveal other significant information by moving?

Is the move really a reframing to accommodate a rearrangement of
characters?

Is the move a reaction—panning to a new speaker, for instance?

What else might be responsible for motivating this particular camera move?
When is the camera used subjectively?

When do we directly experience a character’s point of view?

Are there special signs that the camera is seeing subjectively? (For example,
an unsteady handheld camera used in a combat film to create a running
soldier’s point of view.)

What is the dramatic justification for this?
Are there changes in camera height?

Are they made to accommodate subject matter?
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¢ Do they make you see in a certain way?

e Are they done for other reasons?

Use of Sound

® What sound perspectives are used?

Do they complement camera position? (Use a near microphone for close
shots and far from microphone for longer shots, thus replicating camera
perspective.)

Do they counterpoint camera perspective? (Robert Altman’s films often
give us the intimate conversation of two characters seen distantly tra-
versing a large landscape.)

Are sound perspectives uniformly intimate (as with a narration, or with
voice-over and thoughts voices that function as a character’s interior
monologue) or are they varied?

® How are particular sound effects used?

To build atmosphere and mood?

As punctuation?

To motivate a cut (next sequence’s sound rises until we cut to it)?

As a narrative device (horn honks so woman gets up and goes to window
where she discovers her sister is making a surprise visit)?

To build, sustain, or diffuse tension?

To provide rhythm (meal prepared in a montage of brief shots to the rhyth-
mic sound of a man splitting logs; last shot, man and woman sit down
to meal)?

To create uncertainty?

Other situations?

Editing
What motivates each cut?

e [s there an action match to carry the cut?

e [s there a compositional relationship between the two shots that makes the
cut interesting and worthwhile?

e [s there a movement relationship that carries the cut (for example, cut from
car moving left-to-right to boat moving left-to-right)?

® Does someone or something leave the frame (making us expect a new
frame)?

¢ Does someone or something fill the frame, blanking it out and permitting a
cut to another frame that starts blanked and then clears?

¢ Does someone or something enter the frame and demand closer attention?
e Are we cutting to follow someone’s eyeline to see what they see?
e Is there a sound, or a line, that demands that we see the source?

e Are we cutting to show the effect on a listener? What defines the right
moment to cut?
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Are we cutting to a speaker at a particular moment that is visually reveal-
ing? What defines that moment?

If the cut intensifies our attention, what justifies that?

If the cut relaxes and objectifies our attention, what justifies that?

Is the cut to a parallel activity (that is, something going on simultaneously)?
Is there some sort of comparison or irony being set up through
juxtaposition?

Are we cutting to a rhythm (perhaps to an effect, music, or the cadences of
speech)?

Other reasons?

What is the relationship of words to images?

Does what is shown illustrate what is said?

Is there a difference, and therefore a counterpoint, between what is shown
and what is heard?

Is there a meaningful contradiction between what is said and what is shown?

Does what is said come from another time frame (for example, a character’s
memory or a comment on something in the past)?

Is there a point at which words are used to move us forward or backward
in time? (That is, can you pinpoint a change of tense in the film’s grammar?
This might be done visually, as in the old cliché of autumn leaves falling
after we have seen summer scenes.)

Any others?

When a line overlaps a picture cut, what is the impact of the first strong word
on the new image?

Does it help identify the new image?

Does it give the image a particular emphasis or interpretation?

Is the effect expected (satisfying, perhaps) or unexpected (maybe a shock)?
Is there a deliberate contradiction?

Other effects?

Examine at least three music sections. Where and how is music used?

How is it initiated (often when characters or story begin some kind of
motion)?

What does the music suggest by its texture, instrumentation, etc.?
How is it finished (often when characters or story arrive at a new location)?

What comment is it making? (Ironic? Sympathetic? Lyrical? Revealing the
inner state of a character or situation? Other?)

From what other sound (if any) does it emerge (or segue)?

What other sound does it merge (or segue) into as its close?
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Point of View and Blocking

Blocking is a term for the way actors and camera move in relation to each other
and to the set. As discussed earlier, point of view seldom means whose literal eye-
lines the audience shares. More often it refers to whose reality the viewer most
identifies with at any given time. The director’s underlying statement is largely
achieved through the handling of point of view, yet how this is done can be decep-
tive unless you look very carefully. A film, like a novel, can have a main point
of view associated with a main, point-of-view character and also expose us to
multiple, conflicting points of view anchored in other characters.

Sometimes there is one central character, and one point of view, like the men-
tally handicapped Karl in Billy Bob Thornton’s Slingblade (1997). Or there may
be a couple whose relationship is at issue, as in Woody Allen’s Annie Hall (1977).
Successive scenes may be devoted to establishing alternate characters’ dilemmas
and conflicts. Altman’s Nashville (1975) has nearly two dozen central characters,
and the film’s focus is the music town of Nashville being their point of con-
vergence and their confrontation with change. Here, evidently, we find the
characters are part of a pattern, and the pattern itself is surely an authorial point
of view that questions the way people subscribe to their own destiny. Both
Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction (1994) and Robert Altman’s Short Cuts (1993)
use serpentine storylines with characters who come and go and appear in dif-
ferent permutations. Each sequence is liable to have a different point-of-view
character. Both films deal with the style and texture of groups, and their time
and place.

Following are some ways to dig into a sequence to establish how it covertly
structures the way we see and react to its characters. But first, a word of caution.
Point of view is a complex notion that can only be specified confidently after con-
sidering the aims and tone of the whole work. Taking a magnifying glass to one
sequence may be misleading unless you use it as an example to verify and justify
your overall hypothesis. How the camera is used, the frequency with which one
character’s feelings are revealed, the amount of development he or she goes
through, the vibrancy of the acting—all these factors could play a part in enlist-
ing our sympathy and interest.

In your sequence for study, to whom, at different times, is the dialogue or
narration addressed?

By one character to another?

By one character to himself (thinking aloud, reading diary or letter)?

e Directly to the audience (narration, interview, prepared statement)?

Other situations?

How many camera positions were used? (Use your floor plan.)

Show basic camera positions and label them A, B, C, etc.

Show camera dollying movements with dotted line leading to new position.

Mark shots in your log with the appropriate A, B, C camera angles.

Notice how the camera stays to one side of the subject-to-subject axis (an
imaginary line between characters that the camera usually avoids crossing)
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to keep characters facing in the same screen direction from shot to shot.
When this principle is broken, it is called crossing the line, crossing the axis,
or breaking the 180-degree rule, and it has the effect of temporarily
disrupting the audience’s sense of spatial relationships.

e How often is the camera close to the crucial axis between characters?
e How often does the camera subjectively share a character’s eyeline?

e When and why does it take an objective stance to the situation (that is, either
a distanced viewpoint, or one independent of eyelines)?

Character and Camera Blocking

How did the characters and camera move in the scene? To the location and
camera movement sketch you have made, add dotted lines to show the charac-
ters’ movements (called blocking). Use different colors for clarity.

e What points of view did the author engage us in?
e Whose story is this sequence, if you go by gut reaction?

e Considering the camera angles on each character, with whose point of view
were you led to sympathize?

¢ How many psychological viewpoints did you share? (Some may have been
momentary or fragmentary, and perhaps in contradiction to what you were
seeing.)

e Are the audience’s sympathies structured by camera and editing, or more by
acting or the situation itself?

FICTION AND THE DOCUMENTARY

Most of these analytical questions apply equally to the documentary film because
the two forms have much in common. This is more than a similarity in film lan-
guage, for some of the important questions cannot be applied to most nature,
travelogue, industrial, or educational films. These other genres generally lack
what distinguishes the fictional and documentary forms—an authorial perspec-
tive. That is, they often lack a point of view, a changing dramatic pressure, and
a critical perspective expressed about what it means to be human.

This critical relationship to the characters and their world is crucial to pro-
viding the feeling of a distinctly human sensibility unifying the events it shows,
even though (and we must never forget this) the making of a film is collabora-
tive. We sense the presence of a Storyteller’s sympathy and intelligence, so what
in lesser hands might be technical or formulaic becomes vibrantly human. This
kind of vision is the best sort of leadership, for without egoism and by example
it invites us to see a familiar world with new eyes.

PROJECT 5-3: A SCRIPTED SCENE COMPARED WITH
THE FILMED OUTCOME

Objective: To study the relationship between the blueprint script and the filmed
product.
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Study Materials: A film script and the finished film made from it on videotape.
Don’t look at the film until you have planned your own version from the text.
The script must be the original screenplay and not a release script (that is, not a
transcript made from a finished film). A suitable script can be found in Pauline
Kael’s The Citizen Kane Book: Raising Kane (New York, Limelight Editions,
1984). Another is Harold Pinter’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman: A Screenplay
(Boston, Little, Brown, and Co., 1981). The latter has an absorbing foreword by
John Fowles, the author of the original novel. It tells the story of the adaptation
and describes, from a novelist’s point of view, what is involved when your novel
makes the transition to the screen.

If obtaining an original script is a problem, an interesting variation is to use
a film adapted from a stage play and study an obligatory scene, that is, one
so dramatically necessary that it cannot be missing from the film version. Good
titles are:

Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman

e Laslo Benedek’s 1951 film version with Fredric March.

e Wim Wenders’ 1987 TV version with Dustin Hoffman. It is interesting for
its expressionist sets and because a theatrical flavor is retained.

Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?
e Mike Nichols’ 1966 film version.
Peter Schaffer’s Equus
e Sidney Lumet’s 1977 film version.
Tennessee Williams® A Streetcar Named Desire

e Flia Kazan’s 1951 film version.

STRATEGY FOR STUDY

Study the Original
Try to select an unfamiliar work and read the whole script (or stage play). Choose
a scene of four or five pages.

1. Imagine the location and draw a floor plan (see Figure 5-3 for an example).

2. Make your own shooting script adaptation, substituting action for dialogue
wherever feasible and making use of your location environment. (See Figure
7-1 in Chapter 7 for standard screenplay layout.)

3. Mark characters’ movements on floor plan.

4. Mark camera positions (A, B, C, etc., and indicate camera movements), and
refer to these in your shooting script.

5. Write a brief statement about (a) what major themes you think the entire
script or play is dealing with, and (b) how your chosen scene functions in
the whole.
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Study the Film Version
First see the entire film without stopping. Then run your chosen scene two or three
times, stopping and rerunning sections as you wish. Carry out the following:

1.
2.
3.

Make notes on film’s choice of location (Imaginative? Metaphoric?).
Make a floor plan and mark camera positions and movements of characters.

Using a photocopy of the scene, pencil in annotations to show what dialogue
has been cut, added, or altered.

Note actions, both large and small, that add significantly to the impact of
the scene. Ignore those specified in the original, as the object is to find what
the film version has added to or substituted for the writer’s version.

Note camera usage as follows:

a. Any abnormal perspective (that is, when a nonstandard lens is used. A
standard lens is one that reproduces the perspective of the human eye.
Telescopic and wide-angle lenses compress or magnify perspective
respectively)?

Any camera position above or below eye level?

¢. Any camera movement (track, pan, tilt, zoom, crane)? Note what you
think motivated the camera movement (character’s movement, eyeline,
Storyteller’s revelation, etc.).

d. Note what the thematic focus of the film seems to be, and how your
chosen scene functions in the film.

Comparison
Compare your scripting with the film’s handling and describe the following:

1.
2.

How did the film establish time and place?

How effectively did the film compress the original and substitute behavior
for dialogue?

How, using camerawork and editing, is the audience drawn into identifying
with one or more characters?

Whose scene was it, and why?

How were any rhythms (speech, movements, sound effects, music, etc.) used
to pace out the scene, particularly to speed it up or slow it down?

What were the major changes of interpretation in the film and in the chosen
scene?

Provide any further valuations of the film you think worth making (acting,
characterization, use of music or sound effects, etc.).

Assess Your Performance
How well did you do? What aspects of filmmaking are you least aware of and
need to develop? What did you accomplish?

PROJECT 5-4: LIGHTING ANALYSIS

Though directors do not have to understand techniques of lighting, they must be
able to ask for particular lighting effects and discuss lighting using the terminol-
ogy a DP understands.
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Equipment Required: VCR as in previous projects. Turn down the color satu-
ration of your monitor so that initially you see a black-and-white picture. Adjust
the monitor’s brightness and contrast controls so the greatest possible range of
gray tones is visible between video white and video black. Unless you do this you
simply won’t see all that is present.

Objective: To analyze common lighting situations and understand what goes
into creating a lighting mood

Study Materials: Same as in previous project (a film script and the finished film
made from it on videotape), only this time it will be an advantage to search out
particular lighting situations rather than sequences of special dramatic appeal.
The same sequences may fulfill both purposes.

LIGHTING TERMINOLOGY

Here the task is to recognize different types and combinations of lighting situa-
tions and to apply standard terminology. Every aspect of lighting carries strong
emotional associations that can be employed in drama to great effect. The tech-
nique and the terminology describing it are therefore powerful tools in the right
hands. Here are some basic terms:

Types of Lighting Style

High-key picture: The shot looks bright overall with small areas of shadow.
In Figure 5-4 the shot is exterior day, and the shadow of the lamppost in the
foreground shows that there is indeed deep shadow in the picture. Where shadow
is sharp, as it is here, the light source is called specular. A high-key picture can
be virtually shadowless, so long as the frame is bright overall.

Low-key picture: The shot looks dark overall with few highlight areas. These
are often interiors or night shots, but in Figure 5-5 we have a backlit day inte-
rior that ends up being low-key, that is, having a large area of the frame in deep
shadow.

Graduated tonality: The shot has neither bright highlights nor deep shadows,
but consists of an even, restricted range of midtones. This might be a flat-lit inte-
rior, like a supermarket, or a misty morning landscape as in Figure 5-6. In that
example, an overcast sky diffuses the lighting source, and the disorganized light
rays scatter into every possible shadow area so there are neither highlights nor
shadow.

Contrast

High-contrast picture: The shot may be lit either high- or low-key, but there
must be a big difference in illumination levels between highlight and shadow area,
as in Figure 5-7, which has a soot-and-whitewash starkness. Both Figures 5—4
and 5-5 are also high-contrast images, although the area of shadow in each is
drastically different.
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FIGURE 5-4

High-key scene: hard or specular lighting, high-contrast. Notice compositional depth in
this shot compared with the flatness of Figure 5-5.

FIGURE 5-5

Backlit, low-key scene: Subject is silhouetted against the flare of backlit smoke.
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FIGURE 5-6

Graduated tonality scene: It is low-contrast because key light is diffused through morn-
ing mist.

Low-contrast picture: The shot can either be high- or low-key, but with a
shadow area illumination level near that of the highlight levels. Figure 5-6 is
high-key, low-contrast.

Light Quality

Hard lighting: This is any specular light source creating hard-edged shadows,
such as sun, studio spotlight, or candle flame. These are all called effectively small
light sources because a small source gives hard-edged shadows. Figure 5-4 is lit
by hard light (the sun), while the shadow under the chair in Figure 5-5 is so soft
as to be hardly discernible.

Soft lighting: Any light source is soft when it creates soft-edged shadows or a
shadowless image, as in Figure 5-6. Soft light sources are, for example, fluores-
cent tubes, sunlight reflecting off a matte-finish wall, light from overcast sky, or
a studio soft light. Do not confuse soft lighting with lighting that is of low power.
A candle is a low-power, hard-lighting source.

Names of Lighting Sources

Key light: This is not necessarily an artificial source, for it can be the sun. The
key is the light that creates intended shadows in the shot, and these in turn reveal
the angle and position of the supposed light source, often relatively hard or spec-
ular (shadow-producing) light. In Figure 5-4 the key light is sunlight coming from
the rear left and above the camera. In Figure 5-35 it is streaming in toward the
camera.
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FIGURE 5-7

High-contrast image with very few midtones because of backlighting and no fill.

Fill light: This is the light used to raise illumination in shadow areas. For inte-
riors it will probably be soft light thrown from the direction of the camera,
because this avoids creating additional visible shadows. There are shadows, of
course, but the subject hides them from the camera’s view. Especially in interi-
ors, fill light is often provided from matte white reflectors or through diffusion
material such as heat-resistant fiberglass. Fill light can also be derived from
bounce light, which is hard light bounced from walls or ceilings to soften it.

Backlight: This is light thrown upon a subject from behind—and often from
above as well as behind, as in Figure 5-5. A favorite technique in portraiture is
to put a rim of backlight around a subject’s head and shoulders to separate them
from the background. Rain, fog, dust, and smoke (as in this case of garage bar-
becuing) all show up best when backlit.

Practical: This is any light appearing in the frame as part of the scene; for
example, table lamp, overhead fluorescent, or, as in Figure 5-8, the candles on a
birthday cake. Practicals generally provide little or no real source of illumina-
tion, but here the candles light up the faces but not the background.

Figure 5-8 illustrates several lighting points. The girl in the middle is lit from
below, a style called monster lighting, which is decidedly eerie for a birthday shot.
The subject on the left, having no backlight or background lighting, disappears
into the shadows, while the one on the right is outlined by set light or light falling
on the set. The same light source shines on her hair as a backlight source and
gives it highlights and texture.
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FIGURE 5-8

Practicals are any lights seen in the frame, like these birthday candles. Strong set light pre-
vents the background from going dark.

Types of Lighting Setup

In this section the illustrations are of the same model lit in various ways. As a
result, the effect and the mood in each portrait vary greatly. The diagrams show
the positioning of the key and fill lights. A floor plan can show the angle of throw
relative to the camera-to-subject axis, but not the height of light sources. These
can be judged from the screen image by assessing the positioning of highlight and
shadow patterns.

Frontally lit: The key light in Figure 5-9 is so close to the camera-to-subject
axis that shadows are thrown behind the subject and out of the camera’s view.
Very slight shadows are visible in the folds of the subject’s shirt, showing how
the key was just to the right of camera. Notice how flat and lacking in dimen-
sionality or tension this shot is compared with Figures 5-10 and 5-11.

Broad lit: In Figure 5-10 the key light is some way to the side, so a broad area
of the subject’s face and body is highlighted. Key light skimming the subject
lengthens his face, revealing angles and undulations. There are areas of deep
shadow, especially in the eye sockets, but their effect could be reduced by increas-
ing the amount of soft fill light.

Narrow lit: The key light in Figure 5-11 is to the side of the subject and beyond
him so that only a narrow portion of his face receives highlight. The majority of
his face is in shadow. The shadowed portion of the face is lit by fill light, or we
would see nothing. Measuring light reflected in the highlight area and compar-
ing it with that reflected from the fill area gives the lighting ratio. Remember
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FIGURE 5-9

Frontal lighting flattens the subject and removes much of the face’s interest. Most flash
photography is frontal and correspondingly dull.

FIGURE 5-10

Broad lighting illuminates a broad area of the face and shows the head as round and
having angularities.

FIGURE 5-11

Narrow lighting illuminates only a narrow area of the face. More fill used here than in
Figure 5-10. The effect is decidedly dramatic.
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FIGURE 5-12

Silhouette: All light is from the background and none reaches the subject’s face.

when taking measurements that fill light spills into highlight areas but not vice
versa, so reliable readings can only be taken when all lights are on.

Silhouette: In Figure 5-12 the subject reflects no light at all and shows up only
as an outline against raw light. This lighting is sometimes used in documentaries
when the subject’s identity is being withheld. Here it produces the ominous effect
of someone unknown confronting us through a bright doorway.

Day for night: Shooting exteriors using daylight (day-for-day) presents few
problems, but direct shooting at night or in moonlight is virtually impossible
because neither film stocks nor video cameras approach the human eye’s sensi-
tivity. One solution is to shoot night-for-night by carefully modeling bluish arti-
ficial light to cast long, hard-edged shadows that simulate those cast by the light
of the moon. Day-for-night shooting is easiest in black-and-white, because you
can use early morning or late afternoon sunlight when shadows are long, under-
expose by several stops, and use a red or yellow filter to turn blue skies black
and increase all-round contrast. Day for night in color uses a similar lighting and
exposure strategy, and a graduated filter to darken the sky, but seldom looks very
convincing. A more effective color day-for-night effect results from using the so-
called “magic bour,” a period of little more than 10-20 minutes just before there
is too little light to shoot. In urban scenes, streetlights and car headlights are on,
and the whole landscape is still visible under what is often a gorgeous reddish
sky. Any dialogue scenes of more than a line or two in a single shot must be
taken later in close-up with artificial lighting and backgrounds that match the
long shots.

STRATEGY FOR STUDY

Locate two or three sequences with quite different lighting moods, and using the
previously discussed definitions, classify them as follows:
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Style: High-key/low-key/graduated tonality?

Contrast: High- or low-contrast?

Scene: Intended to look like natural light or artificial lighting?
Setup: Frontal/broad/narrow/backlighting setup?

Angles: High/low angle of key light?

Key quality: ~ Hard/soft edges to shadows?

Key source: Source in scene is intended to be

Fill light: Fill source is where?

Practicals: Practicals in the scene are

Time: Day for day/night for night/dusk for night/day for night?
Mood: Mood conveyed by lighting is

Continuity: Any discernible differences of lighting between complementary

angles that show lighting has been handled differently?

After analyzing several sequences in black-and-white, see if you can spot further
patterns by turning up the color. This often reveals how the DP and art director
have employed the emotional associations of the location, costuming, and decor
in the service of the script. Predominant hues and color saturation level (meaning
whether a color is pure or desaturated with an admixture of white) have a great
deal to do with a scene’s effect on the viewer. For instance, David Lynch’s Blue
Velver (1986) portrays its Lumberton in stark, bright toy-town colors as a surreal
setting for sadistic sex and loneliness. Robert Altman’s Gosford Park (2001) uses
the low-key interiors and crowded sets of a Victorian country mansion as the
setting for this convoluted family tale. The predominant tones are dark red and
brown.

Two classically lit black-and-white films are Orson Welles’ Citizen Kane
(1941) with deep-focus cinematography by the revolutionary Gregg Toland, and
Jean Cocteau’s Beauty and the Beast (1946) whose lighted interiors Henri Alekan
modeled after Dutch paintings. A much more recent black-and-white film with
lighting by Alekan is Wim Wenders’ poetic Wings of Desire (1987).



CHAPTER 6

SHOOTING PROJECTS

If you’ve dipped into this book and want to jump right into the “doing” part,
its design is meant to encourage you to do just that. Although one kind of learner
likes to read, understand, and be thoroughly prepared before entering practical
work, there are others (like myself) who must learn things by doing them. So
start production here if you wish, and use the rest of the book to solve problems
as you encounter them. That, after all, is how the film industry evolved.

Each project in this book explores different techniques of expression, but you
should make each one a vehicle for your own ideas and tastes. I have included
discussion of the topics, a list of skills you can expect to learn, and questions
after each to help you probe your work’s aspects, strengths, and weaknesses.

These projects and their variations represent a fairly complete workout in
basic filmmaking. You can use them to explore building a character, a situation,
and the audience’s involvement through non-verbal, behavioral means. They
allow you to build an authorial point of view and the disparate perspectives of
the characters themselves. The latter are not basic at all.

HOW BEST TO EXPLORE THE BASICS

Production, the seat of learning in the school of hard knocks, teaches you team-
work and how important it is to be organized. As a director you should make
creating a gripping human presence on the screen your No. 1 priority. For this
you will need knowledge of actors, the ability to see what is credible and what
isn’t, and the ability to find solutions to problems actors encounter.

Good screen fiction requires multidimensional characters striving visibly after
their own goals in truthful and interesting ways. It looks so easy and natural in
the cinema, but it’s really difficult to produce.

ASSESSMENT

In the Appendix are assessment sheets, listed by chapter and project. Each project
below lists an assessment sheet that you should study carefully because it lists
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the outcomes your work should aim to demonstrate. Outcomes assessment
shows you how well you are succeeding in all the major areas and where your
directorial or other skills might need more work.

ON DEVELOPING YOUR ABILITIES

Techniques: The projects that follow will help you develop a broad and repre-
sentative range of directing and editing skills. Technique should never become an
end in and of itself. “Art,” said Thomas Hardy, “is the secret of how to produce
by a false thing the effect of a true.” This applies perfectly to the artifice that
goes into screen narrative. Good technique is transparent and goes unnoticed by
the audience because the film grips the viewer’s imagination. Poor technique or
virtuosity misapplied is technique that draws attention to itself and confounds
the film’s purpose.

The first projects explore basic technique and embody modest subject matter,
but do not be deceived into thinking they are beneath you.

I have supplied requirements, procedures, and hints, but I leave much of the
problem solving—always the most rewarding area of learning—to your ingenu-
ity and resourcefulness. Where a project requires lighting, keep it basic and simple
so you avoid getting sidetracked by the delights of cinematography.

Critique sessions: Finished projects are best assessed in a group or class so you
get used to working with collaborators and giving and taking critique. If any
project has a great number of critical assessments and there are too many
to monitor while watching a cut, solve this by having each person in a group
watch for a few particular facets. This ensures a discussion of depth from which
everyone learns—particularly the maker, whose job it is to listen, take notes
about the audience reaction, and say nothing. Never, never explain what the audi-
ence should have understood. You are responsible for anything your audience
missed.

Further help: For additional information, use the table of contents at the front
of the part dealing with the appropriate production phase or the glossary and
index at the book’s end.

PROJECT 6-1: BASIC TECHNIQUES:
GOING AND RETURNING

This project is without dialogue and asks that you establish the character
and situation of a woman who looks forward to arriving at a building, but
discovers she has lost her keys. During the discovery and returning to her car to
look for them, she can go through a range of subtle emotions—irritation, anxiety,
relief, perhaps even amusement. While creating this character you give yourself
a workout in film grammar basics such as preserving the screen direction of char-
acters and action and of matching movement at action-match cuts. (See “Cutting
on Action” and “Match Cut Rules” subheadings in Project 6-1A.)
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Skills to develop:

e Maintaining relevant screen direction.
e Panning and tilting to follow action.
e Picture framing and composition to suggest depth.

e Editing: action match cutting.
cutting together different sizes of similar images using action as a bridge.
cutting together complementary angles on the same action.

e Telling a story through action and behavior, not words.
e Ellipsis (compressing real time into a more cinematic shorthand).
e Editing to music.

e Making a long version (first assembly) and a short version (fine cut).

6-1A: PLAN, SHOOT, AND EDIT THE LONG VERSION

Assessment: Use Assessment 6-1A/B (Editing) in Appendix

A car draws up. Mary, its occupant, gets out and approaches a house, looking
up at a window in anticipation. She mounts a flight of steps to the front door.
There she discovers she does not have her keys. Perplexed, she returns to her car,
which she expects to be open. Finding the door locked, she reacts in frustration,
thinking her keys are locked in. But looking inside, she sees the ignition is empty.
Patting her pockets and looking around in consternation, she spots her keys lying
in the gutter. She picks them up, relieved, and returns to the house.

Figure 6-1 is a specimen floor or ground plan. Adapt yours to your location
(mine is a one-way street to allow the driver to drop her keys in the nearside
gutter). The floor plan shows Mary’s walk and the basic camera positions to
cover the various parts of the action. No sound is necessary.

Figure 6-2 is a storyboard of representative frames for each camera position.
For your coverage, make your own ground plan and show camera positions and
storyboard key frames. Here is a sample shot list related to the ground plan and
key frames A through G.

e Establishing shot of locale from camera position A with car arriving as in
Frame A.

e Medium shot (MS) panning with Mary left to right (L-R). When she turns
the corner in the path she changes her effective screen direction, ending up
as in Frame B.

e Medium close shot (MCS) of Mary’s feet walking R-L and L-R on sidewalk
and up steps as an all purpose cui-in (also called insert) shot, as in Frame
D1.

¢ Big close-up (BCU) panning, telephoto shot of Mary’s head as she walks,
looking up at window as in D2.

e Feet enter shot descending steps, camera tilts down to follow action, Frame

G.
e Overshoulder (OS) shot of empty ignition, F1.
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FIGURE 6-1

Specimen floor plan for the “Mary sequence.” Camera positions are marked as A through G.
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FIGURE 6-2

Storyboard frames showing setups for the various camera angles in Figure 6-1.
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e Point-of-view (POV) shot, F2.
e BCU keys in gutter, hand reaches into frame and takes them, F3.

In its simplest edited form, the abbreviated sequence might look something like
this:

Camera  Shot Action
Position  Number

A 1 Car arrives, Mary gets out, slams door, exits bottom
right of frame.

B 2a Mary enters L-R, begins crossing frame.

D2 3 CU Mary looks up at window.

B 2b This is the rest of shot 2a. Mary continues L-R, turns
corner of path, walks R-L toward steps and up them.

C 3 Mary rises into frame from R-L, fumbles for keys,
can’t find them, looks back at car, turns back out of
frame.

B 4 Mary descending steps across frame L-R, turns corner,
crosses frame R-L.

E S5a Mary arrives from screen R, walking R-L toward car,
fails to open door, curses.

F1 6 She crosses frame, repositions herself looking R-L to
see if key is in ignition, peers inside.

F2 7 Her POV of empty ignition.

E 5b Mary straightens up, pats pockets, sees something out
of frame on the ground.

F3 8a CU keys lying in gutter from Mary’s POV.

E Sc Mary reacts, stoops down.

F3 8b CU of keys, hand enters frame, takes them back up.

E 5d Mary straightens up looking relieved and exits into

camera, making frame go black. End of sequence.

Notice that shot 2 is intercut with a CU, while the action in shot 5 has been
intercut three times. When directing for intercutting like this, don’t shoot indi-
vidual reactions to slot into the script. Instead shoot a large section or even the
whole action in the two different sizes of shot, afterward selecting the fragments
you require from the continuous take during editing. The more sustained the
acting, the more you will get actors in focus, that is, unselfconsciously lost in
their characters’ realities.

Notice how at the end of shot 5, when Mary returns with the keys, her
movement is used to black out the screen by walking right up to the camera lens.
To continue the transition in the following shot, have the actor back up against
the lens and then on “Action” walk away from the camera. In the transition the
screen goes from action to black, then from black to a new scene. This is one of
many transitional devices of which the simplest is the humble cut. Overuse the
fancy ones and you run the risk of being tricksy.
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e Cut this first, long version together, taking into account cutting from shot
2a to 3.

e Maintain Mary’s walking rhythm across cuts and be careful you don’t make
the poor woman take two steps on the same foot. Rhythm consciousness
is needed for editing all walking shots, or anything where rhythms are
involved.

e When cutting from 5a to 6, there will probably be an action match. Below
are some of the few rules in filmmaking.

Cutting on Action: This is always preferable to cutting at points of stasis. When
an attention-commanding action flows across a cut, the eye hardly notices the
changes of composition or subject. Action matches work best when the outgo-
ing shot initiates the movement, and the incoming shot takes over and completes
most of the action.

Match Cut Rules: For the best action match, follow these steps.

Step 1: Let the outgoing shot run until the start of the action is established.
Use no more of the action than is necessary for us to recognize what the
action is going to be. This is important because the eye stops being critical
whenever we know what is happening next.

Step 2: Complete the majority of the action with the incoming (closer or
longer) shot, but be aware that if the action flowing across the cut is at all
fast, you must repeat three or four frames of the action at the head of the
incoming shot. This overlap is necessary because the eye does not register
the first three or four frames of any new image. Though a frame-by-frame
analysis shows a slight action repeat, shown at normal speed the action will
appear smooth and continuous.

Cutting from Sc to 8b, use the same principle. Let Mary just begin to stoop and
then cut to keys with hand entering at top of frame shortly afterwards. If you
leave too much footage before the incoming hand appears, you will imply that
Mary is 8 feet tall.

Criteria: Run your cut version. Make an exact minutes and seconds count of
its length. Now try rating your agreement for each of these criteria on the 1-5
scale outlined in Assessment 6-1A, and B (Editing) in the Appendix. Circling the
scores will give you clues to which aspects of your work are strong and which
need more work.

6-1B: EDITING A MORE COMPRESSED VERSION

Assessment: Use Assessment 6-1A/B (Editing) in Appendix.

Run your cut and consider which moments in the action are vital and which
are link material. Surely a lot of the walking is of secondary importance. If, for
instance, Mary turns to look back in the direction of the car, we don’t need to
see her cover every inch of ground to arrive there. Amend the first cut by making
a compressed version. Here’s where the unused bridging close-ups come in, sig-
nified in this new, abbreviated list with an asterisk:
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Camera Shot Action
Position =~ Number

A 1 Car arrives, but cut before it comes to a complete halt.

B 2a Mary enters L-R, begins crossing frame.

D2 3 CU of Mary smiling up at window.

D1 * Her feet L-R.

B 2b Mary arrives at corner of path, turns R-L; cut immedi-
ately to . ..

C 3 Mary almost at door, fumbles for keys, can’t find, looks
back at car and turns.

G * Feet descending a couple of steps.

D1 * CS feet walking on sidewalk R-L.

E 5a Mary almost at car, fails to open door, curses.

F2 7 CU to her POV of empty ignition.

E 5b Mary straightens up, pats pockets, sees something on
ground.

F3 8a CU keys lying in gutter, her hand enters frame to pick
them up.

E 5d Mary leaving car walks into camera, turning screen
black.

Discussion: How long is the sequence this time? It should be 30-50% shorter,
yet lose nothing of narrative importance. See if you can cut it down further, to
perhaps as little as 30-60 seconds overall. Keep running it and you will find shots
or parts of shots that can be eliminated. Set the audience up to infer what is not
visible, and they will. This way, instead of passively witnessing something
that requires no interpretation, the audience actively participates and uses its
imagination to fill in points of elision. This is treating your audience as active
and intelligent collaborators rather than passive vessels to be filled up with
information.

6-1C: SETTING IT TO MUSIC

Assessment: Use Assessment 6-1C Music in the Appendix.

Having discovered how much leeway there is to the length of many of the
shots, you can now turn Mary into a musical star. Find a piece of music with a
strong beat that enhances the mood of the sequence. Re-edit the materials, placing
your cuts and major pieces of action on the beat or on the music’s instrumental
changes. Be aware that for any cut to appear on the beat, it must occur three or
four frames before the actual beat point. This is owing to the perceptual lag inher-
ent when you cut to a new image. The only non-negotiable aspects of your earlier
cut are the action match cuts. There will be one way only to make them look
right.

Discussion:

e How tightly does the action fit the music?

e Does cutting on the beat become predictable? If so, try cutting on a musical
subdivision.
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¢ How much compromise did you have to make with the tight version to
adjust the action to fit the music?

® What does the music add to the earlier version’s impact?

PROJECT 6-2: CHARACTER STUDY
Skills to develop:

e Revealing a character through action

Using mobile cinéma vérité handheld coverage

Blocking camera and actor for mutual accommodation

Developing counterpoint between words and action

e Imposing a second point of view

6-2A: PLAN, REHEARSE, AND SHOOT LONG TAKE OF
CHARACTER-REVEALING ACTION

Assessment: Use Assessment 6-2A (Blocking, Acting, & Camerawork) in the
Appendix.

Alan, alone, makes breakfast in his own way. Depending on your actor, this
is an opportunity to show someone amusingly smart, dreamy, pressured, ultra-
methodical, or slovenly making his breakfast in a particular state of mind and
emotion. Develop your ideas in rehearsal:

e First decide what Alan’s character is going to be.
e Then decide on his situation.

e Then figure out how to externalize these as action without telegraphing what
the audience is meant to notice. Put the accent on credibility as though this
was reality being shot by a hidden camera.

Camera coverage should adapt to what the actor improvises, and blocking should
evolve from mutual accommodation between camera and actor. You may
also find that some actions won’t look normal on the screen unless they are
slowed down.

You may need to re-block the action, that is, have the actor turn some actions
into the camera or have him move away from a close position to a marked point
so the whole of the action is visible without the camera having to move or make
choices. You may need some lighting. For this semi-documentary approach, try
placing light stands in a tight group against the least interesting wall so your
camera has maximum freedom to move around without picking up telltale stands
and supply wires. Bounce the light off a white ceiling or reflector so you work
relatively shadowlessly under soft light.

Have fun with this shoot, and in your coverage incorporate:

e Action of about 4 minutes that is emotionally revealing of Alan’s basic
character, particular mood, and immediate past and future
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Idiosyncratic interaction with objects (no other people, no phone
conversations)

A single, nonstop, handheld take using wide-angle lens only

Camera movement (pan, tilt, handheld tracking shot, etc.) to follow or reveal
as necessary

Close and long shots produced by altering subject-to-camera distance as nec-
essary. This may be done by moving the camera in and out, or by blocking
Alan to move closer or farther from a static camera.

Thorough exploitation of the domestic setting

Lots of rehearsal with camera to make all of the above look smooth and
natural

Safety cutaways, point-of-view shots, and inserts

The difference between an insert, cutaway, and point-of-view shot is that:

An insert takes detail already inside the main shot and magnifies it usefully.
A cutaway shows something outside the main shot’s framing.

A point of view shot replicates what a character sees from his or her eyeline.

If they are not to look arbitrary and contrived, cutaways, insert shots, and point-
of-view shots need to be motivated by a character’s actions or through a consis-
tent logic of storytelling. If, for instance, Alan glances up and out of the frame
in wide shot, you can use this glance to motivate cutting to his point of view
(and a cutaway shot) of a clock.

Discussion: Try to extract findings from the specifics of your work.

What in general can make fluid camerawork intrusive or objectionable?
What is the drawback of long-take coverage?
What are its advantages?

What is the difference in feeling when the action takes place across the frame
instead of down its depth?

What are the consequences of framing and camera movement?

When can the camera look away from Alan and take its own initiative, make
its own revelations? (It might, for instance, show that while Alan is search-
ing for eggs, the frying pan is smoking ominously.)

When is it legitimate for the camera to be caught by surprise or to show it
knows what is going to happen next?

Does the audience feel it is spying on Alan unawares, or is there guidance,
a feeling that the camera has its own ideas about him and is deliberately
showing particular aspects of him?

What might determine which storytelling mode to use?

How much of the take is dramatically interesting and where are the flat spots
of dead or link material?
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6-2B: ADDING AN INTERIOR MONOLOGUE

Assessment: Use Assessment 6-2BC (Interior Monologue) in the Appendix.
Going further: Now add an interior monologue track as a voice-over (VO) in
which we hear Alan’s thought process. In planning this, you will need to con-

sider the following:

e Which actions does he do automatically from long habit?

Which actions require thought?

On what grounds is each decision made?

At what points are a character’s thoughts in the present?

At what points do they fly away elsewhere, and why?

When do we consciously note what we are doing, and why?

Do not forget to shoot monologue “presence track” or atmosphere (also known
as buzz track or room tone) to serve as a necessary “sound spacer” should you
want to extend pauses in the VO.

When you have completed the assignment, assess or discuss the following:

e Where the interior monologue voice is over-informing the audience
e Where it is under-informing

e [s there redundancy in what you hear because it can be inferred from the
action?

e Is VO used skillfully to set up the audience to notice or interpret something
that would otherwise be missed? Could it have been?

¢ Did you show then tell, or tell then show? Which is best?
e Are any losses offset by gains in information, humor, or other aspects?

¢ Did you use too much or too little VO overall?

6-2C: VOCAL COUNTERPOINT AND POINT OF VIEW

Assessment:  Use Assessment 6-2BC (Interior Monologue) in the Appendix.

Going further: Working again with the original piece, now write and record an
alternative VO track that this time doesn’t complement what you see, but instead
contrasts revealingly with it. When action suggests one meaning, and Alan’s VO
another, the conjunction of the two yields a more complex set of possibilities.
The aim here is to develop tensions between picture and sound, a series of delib-
erate ambiguities or even contradictions that invite the audience to develop its
own ideas about the discrepancies. Now you impel the audience to actively
develop ideas about Alan’s character. Suggested voices are:

e Alan telling his psychiatrist how his compulsions are going away when
clearly they aren’t.



6: SHOOTING PROJECTS 107

Alan rehearsing how to convey his efficiency and foresight in an upcoming
and important job interview.

Alan’s mother telling him how to eat well now that he is on his own.

Alan’s wife loyally telling a friend how easy it is to live with him.

e A private eye interpreting Alan’s culpability from his innocuous actions.

Unless you are using a character reading from a diary or letter, you will want to
avoid the mechanical sound of an actor reading. Even the most professional
actors have trouble making a text sound like spontaneous thought. Happily, there
is an easy way around this difficulty. Show the actor the ideas and discuss them,
then have him or her improvise thoughts, perhaps from headings alone. Do
several versions and redirect your actor between takes. Edit them to the action.
This reliably produces spontaneity. Do not forget to shoot room tone as a nec-
essary sound spacer should you want to extend pauses in the VO. Also known
as buzz track or presence track, room tone is a simple recording of the set at
prior recording level, when no action or dialogue is happening. Every sound loca-
tion has its own relative silence; you can’t extend a track with a silence from
another place or even microphone position because they will sound different.

Of course there is ample scope for comedy here, but did you create sympa-
thy for your central character or does he come off as a buffoon? The VO has to
be carefully developed and rehearsed. Be aware that though the first two options
are apparently Alan’s view of himself, they should allow the audience to develop
an independent sense of Alan that might confirm what a psychiatrist or job inter-
viewer suspected. The remaining three suggestions are perspectives that might
better serve to profile the speaker than Alan.

Discussion:

e Using VO were you able to inject interest into periods of bridging action so
they were as entertaining as the best action? (It’s wise to use VO to raise the
dull parts and let eloquent actions speak for themselves.)

¢ Did you leave interesting sound effects (Alan dropping his shoes) in the
clear? (To do this, lay in the VO as a second sound track, which leaves salient
portions of the sync or original dialogue track “in the clear.” Raise levels of
the sync track in the spaces between blocks of VO so the foregrounded track
may either be VO, featured dialogue, or action from the sync track.

PROJECT 6-3: EXPLOITING A LOCATION
Skills to develop:

Developing a mood

Shifting the mood from objective to subjective

Making use of cause and effect

Capitalizing upon inherent rhythms

Implying both a point of view and a state of mind

Suggesting a development
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e Using sync sound as effects

e Using music to heighten or interpret the environment

6-3A: DRAMATIZING AN ENVIRONMENT

Assessment: Use Assessment 6-3A (Dramatizing an Environment) from the
Appendix.

Select an interesting location, which can be any authentic interior or exte-
rior setting. It might be a harbor, motorcyclists’ café, farmyard, teenager’s
bedroom, stock exchange, fairground, book shop, airport lounge, or anything
else that is mainly a physical entity rather than a human event. This assignment
has considerable documentary aspects and you will need to spend some hours
just observing with a notebook in hand. Afterward, work your observations into
a script that incorporates whatever interesting is likely to happen. You can use
a POV Observer character of your own deciding so long as he or she looks
unquestionably credible. Without using any speaking characters, develop a mood
sequence of about 2 minutes that has a structure organic to the location’s daily
life and that changes and intensifies. In planning your sequence, consider the
following;:

e What is inherently present that might structure the sequence? (Passengers
arriving in an airport, then leaving at the departure gate? Time progression?
Increasing complexity in the action? Forward exploratory movement of
camera?)

e What cause-and-effect shots can you group together into sub-sequences?
(Within a winter forest scene, you establish icicles melting, drops of water
falling past a shack’s window, drops falling in a pool, rivulet of water flowing
through ice, etc.)

e Are there inherent rhythms to be exploited (water dripping, cars passing, a
street vendor’s repeated cry, dog barking, etc.)?

e Do the sequences move from micro to macro view, or the reverse? (Start
with BCU water droplets and develop to view of entire forest; or conversely,
start with an aerial view of the city and end on a single, overfilled trash can.)

e Can you create a turning point that marks the onset of a heightened or
altered sensibility? (For instance, in a deserted sandy cove, the camera dis-
covers a single, smoking cigarette butt. Thereafter, coverage suggests the
uneasiness of wondering if there is a lurking human presence.)

Here fiction merges with documentary; the environment has become a character
studied by the Storyteller. We make the same dramaturgical demands, asking that
the view of the location grow and change so it draws us into reacting and becom-
ing involved.

The classic three-act structure was developed in theater but can be applied
to the contents of a single sequence, a short film, or even a full-length fiction film.

Act T Establishes the setup (establishes characters, relationships, situation, and
dominant problem faced by the central character or characters)
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Act I  Develops the complications in relationships as the central character
struggles with the obstacles that prevent him or her from solving the
main problem

Act III Intensifies the situation and resolves it, often in a climactic way that is
emotionally satisfying

It’s important to say that the main character need not be human. In Pare Lorentz’s
classic ecology documentary The River (1937), the Mississippi River in all its
awesome power and changing moods is the central character. Lorentz traces it
from a trickle at its start to a roaring torrent that in full flood sweeps away homes
and lives.

As always, contrasts and contradictions are the richest stimulant to aware-
ness. In a seaside scene it might be the juxtaposition of frenetic game players with
corpulent sun-worshipers that provides the astringent comparisons, or the waves
compared with the stillness of the rocks. Every setting, like every character, con-
tains dialectical tensions whose irreconciled and coexisting opposites define the
subject’s scope and subjective meaning to the observer.

Depending on your storytelling Observer (a child, an old man, a foreigner,
a cat, an explorer, someone revisiting his past, etc.), the environment can be inter-
preted very differently. Through what you show, you can suggest the observing
consciousness of a particular person in a particular mood, even though that
person is seldom or never seen.

Discussion:

e Was the sequence dependent on the impressions each image and activity sug-
gested or upon the movements and words of a central human subject?

¢ Did you find inherent rhythms in the material?
¢ Did you let shot durations be decided by their context?

® Was there a beginning, a middle, and an end to the sequence? (as if you were
writing a dramatic scene, but ideally the developments are not imposed but
come from the rhythms and activities inherent in the setting)

e The sequence should come from a response to the location and not be an
attempt to impose some spurious story or usefulness on it.

6-3B: ADDING MUSIC

Assessment: Re-use Assessment 6-1C (Music).

Going further: Now try adding music to your sequence, choosing it carefully.
Don’t use any songs; the aim is to work with emotional associations and behav-
ioral narration, not a verbal one. Try different pieces roughly against your scene
to determine which works best before downloading onto your hard drive. When
you lay the music against the sequence, do the following;:

® Be ready to let particular sound effects bleed through the music in appro-
priate places.
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Decide where and why you want pure music, with no diegetic sound at all.
Making these decisions raises important points about when music needs to
be “pure” and when its impact and meaning is enhanced by sounds from
the “real” world.

Be ready to adjust shot lengths and cutting points to accommodate the struc-
ture of the music you’ve chosen. Music is never just applied; there should
always be mutual responsiveness between visuals, diegetic sound (where
used), and music.

Music can do the following:

Augment what has been created pictorially and act illustratively

Suggest something hidden that the audience must hunt for. Example: A
peaceful harvest scene accompanied by an ominous marching tune, or aban-
doned houses in a blighted urban area seen against an impassioned Bach
chorale

Suggest what is subjective either to a character in the film or to the Story-
teller. Example: that young farm workers go off to die on foreign battle-
fields, or that poverty and failure are somehow part of God’s plan for
mankind

Music is easy to begin and a lot less easy to conclude. The start and stop of a
camera movement or subject movement can motivate music in- and out-points,
as can the ending or beginning of a strong diegetic sound effect. Study feature
films for further guidance.

Discussion:

What rules do you feel govern the legitimacy of using music?
When is using music illegitimate?

When is music being used creatively rather than programmatically (that is,
as mere illustration)?

What should music’s relationship be to dialogue?

How should music relate to diegetic sound effects (that is, effects natural to
the scene)?

When should music belong to the world of the characters and when can it
come from beyond their world?

Can music be motivated by the storytelling “voice” of the film?
Can you mix periods (use modern music on a historic subject, for instance)?

What determines the texture and instrumentation of a music piece?

PROJECT 6-4: EDITED TWO-CHARACTER
DIALOGUE SCENE

Skills to develop:

Planning and shooting dialogue exchanges
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e Camera placement
e Using verbal rhythms and operative words in editing
e Controlling the scene’s point of view

6-4A: MULTIPLE COVERAGE

Assessment:  Use Assessment 6-4AB in the Appendix.

Overview: This project, though short, covers a lot of ground and will take
effort, invention, and organization. It will help if you have read ahead in this
book, all the way into the Production phase, in fact (Chapters 26-31). Do not
shortchange yourself in the planning stage, for you can learn much from making
plans, carrying them out, and then realizing what you’d do differently next time.

1.

Write a short dialogue scene (approximately 3 minutes) that makes use of an
active indoor game. Make one character realize that the other is bluffing and
does not know how to play. You must imply why this situation has arisen
and what it means to each person.

Mark the shooting script with your intended pattern of cutting. This frees
you during shooting to overlook weak sections that fall in the part of an
angle you don’t intend to use. Having this information at hand will help you
decide immediately whether to call for another take.

Shoot the whole scene from at least three angles. This style of coverage was
once the Hollywood norm. The editor was expected to find a point of view
later within the all-purpose coverage. Today shooting a scene this way is
considered decision-less coverage that wastes actors’ energies, crew time, and
filmstock. Such broad coverage here is useful because it allows you leeway
to experiment in editing.

About pacing a scene: Comedy should be paced about a third faster than
things would happen in life if it is to look right on the screen. Conversely,
serious scenes often must be slowed, particularly at beat points, so that
pauses, silences, eyeline shifts, or an exchange of glances can be fully
exploited. Experienced directors know where the truly high points are in a
scene and how to alter the pacing to their advantage. Beginners often reverse
these priorities and strive to ensure that no silence, or silent action, ever
threatens to “bore” the audience. Nothing could be further from the truth.

A word about stretching or compressing time in editing: Having double cov-
erage in the cutting room lets you double a pregnant moment when it isn’t
pregnant enough. To do this, use all of the moment in the outgoing shot,
then cut to the matching, incoming one at the beginning of the moment. That
way you can double its screen duration, a key technique for stretching time
at strategic points. Conversely, if the moment was held overlong in a shot,
you can abbreviate it by cutting tight to the matching angles and using editing
as an elision device.

Actions, reactions, and subtexts: Although editors cannot speed up or slow
down the way words in a sentence emerge, they can control the rhythm and
balance of action and reaction, which is a huge part of implying a subtext.
Surefooted editing can make a vast difference to the degree of thought and
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feeling the audience attributes to each character, and greatly improve the
sense of integration and consistency in the acting.

Steps:
e Cast the actors.
e Decide the location.

e Write a script that implies where the characters come from (their backstory)
and where they might be going next.

e Make several copies of the script and mark up one with the beats (more
about this useful theatrical term later, but for now, treat a beat as that
point at which one of the characters undergoes a major and irreversible
realization).

e Rehearse the scene.
¢ Develop the accompanying action, going beyond what the script calls for.

e Make a floor plan of the location showing characters’ moves and intended
camera positions (see Figure 5-3 as an example).

¢ Define what you want the scene to accomplish and whose point of view at
any given point the audience is to (a) mainly and (b) partially share and
understand.

e Using another copy of the script and colored pens for each camera position,
mark up the script with your intended editing plan. Figure 6-3 provides an
example.

e Plan to cut between angles at times of major subject movement so cuts will
disappear behind compelling action.

® Be sure to shoot a generous action overlap at the intended cutting points or
you will have insufficient choice in places to cut. This can spell disaster if
the cut is to be an action match.

e Shoot, playing the whole scene through in each major angle, thus allowing
yourself to experiment widely during the editing.

e Edit strictly according to your plan.

¢ Solicit audience critique.

® Re-edit according to what you now feel should be done.
¢ Solicit new audience critique.

e Write directorial guidelines for your next directing project based on what
you learned.

Discussion: Directing and editing a convincing dialogue scene is one of the most
challenging tasks a director faces. How did you do?

e How difficult was it to achieve consistent success throughout a take?
e How right was the pacing of the scene?
e Were the significant moments effectively exploited, and if not, why not?

e How did your writing sound in the mouths of your actors?
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e Would the acting in this scene pass as documentary shot with a hidden
camera?

e What did you learn about directing actors from this experience?
e What did you learn about directing from a text?

6-4B: EDITING FOR AN ALTERNATIVE POINT OF VIEW

Assessment: Use Assessment 6-4AB in the Appendix. See if you did better the
second time around.

W TAT cipuaey CAFETERA = s = Ditre LD
-
DANA places a mug of coffee on her tray next to her red helmet. She slides the
tray in sync with the quick pace of the line crowded with impatient students.
She stops at the heat lamp glowing over several small cartons of french fries.
She picks up a carton and contemplates the soggy, yellow potatoes. DANA sighs
and places the fries on her tray.
M;g.,h 13-1,© ED'S VOICE
You can't live on french fries alone. I
T INSERT BANANA
DANA, startled, turns to Ed who is chomping on a huge bjanana. INTO AMOUTH
11-1
DANA (3 RoondSs)
Do you always sneak up on people?
ED moves alongside Dana as she progresses to the grill.
ED
You were up and out early...
-
‘ILDANA reads the mehu above the grill. 7#2‘5.:‘;‘& T
=1y
INSER T
DANA MENU
I've got classes, remember?
190
ED T
Try the Varsity Burger, it’'s not bpd
DANA
Whose lunch is this?
[ @
ED touches DANA oh the arm with his banana hand. -J ngﬁ‘:ﬂﬁ
154/@"5'@(0 ED - J_
“HANA Tired...? v
e>
76 !—L
DANA glares at the¢ menu
DANA
(hissing)
Do not touch me.
She slides the trdy away. ED is momentarily stunned, ther] catches up with
DANA, standing cldse.
ED
Dana... everybody cries.
v 4

FIGURE 6-3

Marked-up script showing intended cut and generous overlaps to allow action matches
and other kinds of alternatives in editing.
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Re-edit your scene to make the audience identify with a significantly differ-
ent point of view, such as the secondary character’s or an omniscient Storyteller’s
point of view.

Discussion: Apply the same criteria as in Project 6-8A, but also propose addi-
tional coverage or differences in acting that might make the audience engage
better with the new point of view.

PROJECT 6-5: AUTHORSHIP THROUGH
IMPROVISATION

Skills to develop:

¢ Involving actors in script idea development
e Spontaneous and creative interaction between actors and director

e Directing an event for direct cinema coverage, useful where actors must
merge, for example, with an uncontrollable public event

e Editing documentary-style coverage

e Script development from taped improvisations
e Stylistic decision making

e Working intuitively and thinking on your feet

6-5A: DEVELOPING A SHORT SCENE

Assessment: Use Assessment 6-5ABC (Improvised Scene) in the Appendix.

Authorial goals: Set up guidelines for a 3 to 4 minute improvised scene between
two people that incorporates an emotional transition in one of the characters
from cheerful to angry. The goal is not to produce great drama, but to experi-
ment with camera coverage and editing. Should you need guidance in directing
an “improv,” read the introductory part of Chapter 21, then follow the instruc-
tions for Exercise 21-15: Bridging Emotions. When you have run through
your scene several times so it has become reasonably stable and secure, use a
handheld camera to cover the complete scene, doing this at least three times to
favor three different angles: on character A, on character B, and on both as a
two-shot.

The goal is obtaining sufficient coverage to allow freedom in cutting the scene
together and to cope with the unavoidable variations inherent in multiple takes
of an improvised piece. You will have to rely on your camera operator for the
quality of the coverage, so it is best to bring him or her in early to shoot
rehearsals.

Camera use: With the advance of Steadicam use, and with high definition (HD)
video being used increasingly in feature films, handheld coverage is increasingly
common. Stylistically it usually projects a strong feeling of spontaneous human
observation, as opposed to the godlike omniscience implied by the tripod’s perfect
composition and rock steadiness. It also injects an interesting sense of fallibility
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and subjectivity into the coverage. Sometimes, of course, this is intrusively
wrong—for instance, during a sequence of misty mountain landscape shots
at daybreak when nobody is supposed to be about. In that case, tripod shots are
a must.

In direct cinema documentary, also known as observational camera cover-
age, the director cannot line up each shot, so creative initiative passes to the
camera operator, who must have the mind of a dramatist, not just that of a tech-
nician or still photographer. A director quickly finds out whether the operator
sees only composition through the viewfinder or whether he or she is finding dra-
matic meaning and focus within a scene. Some do and some can learn, but many
camera operators will remain detached visual designers.

Sound coverage: Here it’s catch-as-catch-can (something your sound recordist
will find a real challenge). While the camera adapts to the action, the microphone
operator must stay out of frame and pick up good sound in a swiftly changing,
unpredictable situation. Pay attention to sound balance before you show your
work to an audience or discrepancies will make them misread the piece’s inher-
ent qualities. One solution is to use a DAT multi-track recorder and put a wire-
less microphone on everyone who speaks, recording each on a separate channel.

Editing: Edit together a complete version, keeping to the form and length of the
original, and apply Assessment 6-5ABC (Improvised Scene).

Discussion: Exposition

e Was all the expository detail included by the actors so the audience under-
stands the situation? (It is fatally easy in improv to overlook something
vital.)

e Was each new piece of expository information concealed artfully enough?

¢ Did the information come too early or too late in the edited piece?
Camera coverage

e When was mobile, handheld footage stylistically appropriate and when not?

e What conclusions can you draw to help you make guidelines for the future?

e Was the spontaneous coverage adequate or is the operator sometimes caught
by surprise?

e What effect do these moments have on the audience?

e How much does the unpredictability of the characters’ movements prevent
you from more deliberately showing their environment?

e To what degree can you construct an integrated point of view?

¢ Did you manage to grab enough close detail? By grabbing close-ups, insert
shots, and cutaways as you shoot, you will give your editor a variety of
material by which to control the substance and rhythms of the scene. An
insert shot enlarges significant detail within an existing shot. For example,
the watch face a character is consulting. The editor inserts it into the main
action. A cutaway shot might convey similar information, but does so by
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showing something outside the existing shot. For example, if a character
looks up out of frame, you would shoot her eyeline view of the clock. This
shot is a cutaway because the clock is outside the main action and to show
it requires cutting away from the immediate action.

® Does the composition succeed in showing a revealing relationship between
people (crestfallen son, for instance, in foreground, angry mother in
background)?

e Or between objects (miner grandfather’s tombstone in foreground, the coal
mine that killed him in background)?

Sound

e How acceptable is the dialogue track?

e How hard was it to cover speakers whose movements are spontaneous?
Point of view

e Whose scene is it?

¢ Does point of view arise more from the performance than from the camera
treatment? (This is extremely hard to pinpoint, but nevertheless, too impor-
tant to neglect).

¢ Or between people and some aspect of their environment? (for instance, a
forlorn, withdrawn child standing in a playground that looks like a con-
centration camp)

Improvising

e What did you gain, what did you lose from improvising a scene?
e What did you gain, what did you lose from handheld coverage?
e How credible were the characters?

¢ How consistently did the dramatic problem between the characters develop
and did it resolve?

e How consistent was the density of the piece and how much did you find
yourself wanting to edit around plateaus in the pacing or development?

Time your first cut for comparison with the next assignment.

6-5B: EDITING A SHORTER VERSION

Assessment:  Use Assessment 6-5ABC (Improvised Scene) in the Appendix again.

Going further: Now edit your initial cut down, trying to make it tighter and
more functional by eliminating verbal and behavioral padding. To do this you
will have to decide with your editor the dramatic function of much that is said
and done on the screen and devise methods of eliminating whatever does not
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deserve to be there. You are also free to restructure the piece if repositioning
exposition or other elements improves the dramatic curve.

Discussion:

e What percentage of the original length did you eliminate?
e In what ways is the new cut more effective?

e How consistent is the pace of dramatic development now?
e What did you feel about the acting?

e What would you do differently?

The strength of improvisation is the spontaneity and realism of the acting and
the conviction of the characters. Discuss which of the following weaknesses
turned up in your work and whether they could be eliminated:

e The difficulty of achieving a satisfying development. Improv often suffers
from irregularly paced dramatic growth, with long plateaus during which
both actors and audience feel the pressure for something to happen.

e The temptation for actors, when desperate, to resort to manipulating
moments to get the piece moving again.

e The difficulty of reliably hiding exposition inside ongoing events.

You do not want your audience to feel the presence of an editorializing hand
during verbal exchanges, feeding such giveaway lines as, “Isn’t it rough being out
of work for three months, Ted?” and, “The last time we met—you remember—
it was at the supermarket. You got mad because I couldn’t give you back the
money you lent me in September.”

Even if no clumsy authorial hand comes occasionally crashing through the
backdrop of your piece, the probability is high that you will be dissatisfied with
the dialogue. At times it is skimpy and over-compressed, at other times prolix
and flaccid. Though editing can usually remove padding, it may also reveal inad-
equate joints and structural problems. However, if things go reasonably well, you
end up with interestingly developed characters and a story line. Whatever you
have by now is the basis for the next stage.

6-5C: FROM IMPROV TO SCRIPT

Assessment: Use Assessment 6-5ABC (Improvised Scene) in the Appendix.

Transcribe the scene from the previous exercise onto paper and rewrite
it, aiming to keep the words the actors used, but compress verbiage into pithy
lines. Distribute and camouflage any expository information, and wherever
possible, transform dialogue into actions that do not require accompanying
words. This way characters can show their feelings instead of telling them to each
other. Now, using the same cast and location, rehearse and shoot the scene as in
Project 6-6.

Discussion: Compare the two versions of the same scene.
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What was lost by turning an improvised performance, shot documentary
style, into a scripted and more formally controlled scene?

What was gained?

How did your cast handle their lines and action this time?

What did you learn about authorship and directing through doing this
project?

PROJECT 6-6: PARALLEL STORYTELLING
Skills to develop:

e Intercutting two narrative lines

e Counterpointing two moods or activities to imply a storytelling
commentary

e Advancing two story lines concurrently so each acts as a cutaway for the
other and both are kept to brief essentials

e Showing separate, concurrent events developing toward a moment of
convergence

6-6A: SEEING THE SCENES AS SEPARATE ENTITIES

Assessment: Use Assessment 6-6ABCD (Parallel Storytelling), but omit the last
section, Parallel Stories.

Either write or improvise two whole scenes with content that will intercut
meaningfully and provoke the audience to see a connection. Suggested pairs of
subjects:

e man getting ready for a date

e woman in very different mood getting ready for the same date
e burglars getting ready to rob a house

e detectives making preparations to trap them

e man rehearsing how he will ask for a raise

e two managers discussing how they will fire him

Write each as a complete, 3-minute, stand-alone scene. Now cast, shoot, and edit
each scene separately and assemble them so that one whole scene follows the
other. Do a reasonably tight edit on each sequence and then consider them as
follows:

Discussion:

e What difference is there in implication when you run the sequences as AB
or BA? (The detectives, for example, may have arrived too late, and the firing
may follow the request for a raise, instead of precede it.)

e How long is each sequence?

e What do you gain in dramatic buildup by staying with each unbroken
sequence?
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6-6B: LONG INTERCUT VERSION

Assessment: Use Assessment 6-6ABCD (Parallel Storytelling) this time with the
last section, Parallel Stories.

Going further: Now loosely intercut the two sequences losing nothing of the
original material.

Discussion:

e What ironies were you able to create? (Perhaps you counterpoint the fact
that the woman preparing for the date has bought a new dress while the
man forgets to clean his shoes.)

e What meaningful comparisons do you create? (Both the man asking for a
raise and his managers think he is underpaid.)

e What causes and effects does the audience link together? (Both detectives
and burglars have radios.)

¢ Do both sequences appear to be happening at the same time, or is one ret-
rospective in comparison with the other? (For instance, a son from abroad
searching for his parents finds that his father is already dead. His father’s
death is intercut with his mother’s account of it, which is softened to spare
the son’s feelings.)

¢ Does one sequence foretell the outcome of the other? (In Nicholas Roeg’s
Don’t Look Now (1973) the famous lovemaking scene is intercut with the
couple getting dressed afterward.)

6-6C: SHORT VERSION

Assessment: Use Assessment 6-6ABCD (Parallel Storytelling) with the last
section, Parallel Stories.

Going further: Now reassess the cut. Because it is no longer necessary to main-
tain the illusion of continuous time, you can pare away anything the audience
can infer and which is thus nonessential. You will probably see new and improved
points at which to cut between the parallel stories.

Discussion:
e How much shorter is the new version compared with the old?

e How many of the ideas for your new cut arose from the shooting, blocking,
and playing of the scene?

e How many of your intercutting ideas were germinated while writing, and
how many came afterward?

e What kind of dramatic capital has been gained and what lost through
intercutting?

¢ Knowing what you know now, how should a writer plan the raw materials
for such sequences?
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6-6D: DISCONTINUITY AND USING JUMP CUTS

Assessment: Use Assessment 6-6ABCD (Parallel Storytelling), but not the last
section, Parallel Stories.

Going further: Now experimentally reassemble each sequence in chronological
order, retaining only the pieces you chose for the intercut version as a disconti-
nuity version using jump cuts. A jump cut is any discontinuous edit that signals
a significant piece of time has been discarded between the scenes and that we
have jumped forward in time. By doing this you are moving from continuity
narrative to an episodic narrative using discontinuous time.

Discussion: What are the effects of eliminating the slack material between the
high points? Surely this accelerates the story, and by discarding objective time it
probably accentuates an authorial attitude toward what moments matter. Flat-
footed realism and its linear, continuous time have given way to something more
impressionistic and subjective.

If you hate this version of your sequences, it may be because the jump cuts
make ugly visual leaps. How true would this be had you written the film with
this in mind and designed each jump cut’s composition? Here are some options
to consider:

Similarity of Frame: You might, for instance, have cut from a bed with two
people reading, to the same bed with them asleep, to a morning shot with
one still there and the other dressing in the background. Older convention
would dictate a long, slow dissolve between the three setups (which should
be taken with the camera locked down in the exact same position so each
composition is exactly the same), but the same narrative content can be con-
veyed in a fraction of the time by jump cutting. This makes the jump cut a
formal storytelling device of great agility.

Difference of Frame: With a bold difference of composition you can simply
jump cut elsewhere in space and possibly in time as well. During a wide shot
of people preparing to fire a piece of pottery, you can cut to a close shot of
the oven. Somebody opens it, and the pot is already fired. We understand
that a block of insignificant time has been eliminated, even though dialogue
continues with an unbroken sentence across the cut into the new time plane.
The TV commercial has familiarized audiences with cinematic shorthand like
this.

Freed from the literalness and “objectivity” of present-tense realism, discontinu-
ity allows a wealth of possibilities for a fleeter and more staccato storytelling
style. These developments are very significant if as a writer, director, or editor
you want to co-opt the audience’s imagination by using a cinematic language of
greater flexibility. Jean-Luc Godard was the first director to use this style inten-
sively in Breathless (1959).
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CHECKLIST FOR PART 2:
SCREENCRAFT

The points and recommendations summarized here are only those most salient.
Some are commonly overlooked. To find them or anything else in the text, go to
the Table of Contents at the beginning of this part or try the index at the back
of the book.

Screen grammar

Every so often when you have time, make yourself aware of the different
aspects of your consciousness and decide what film language would best
serve your stream of consciousness.

What did your consciousness make you do? (Move in, move away, avert
your eyes, listen, think, remember . .. ?)

Pretend you are handling a camera in everyday life and line up shots. Deter-
mine their aspects and motivations according to the emotional context of
an Observer.

Practice seeing every shot for its connotations, not just denotation.

Look for metaphors or symbols in movies and analyze whether they are
organic to the situation or imposed.

Make yourself classify shot juxtaposition by their type, such as illustrative,
counterpoint, contradiction, associative, tense-shifting, etc. (See Chapter 4,
Figure 4-1 and supporting text for types of cut).

See how established directors handle the axis, particularly crossing the scene
axis. Multiple character scenes with a number of character or camera moves
can get very complicated.

Practice dividing up scenes in everyday life into their possible axes (subject-
to-subject, and observer-to-subject). You may want to unobtrusively scan
from different vantage points.

Make yourself aware of what makes a scene discrete. (Is it defined by time,
location, mood, other?)

Screen language implies a particular intelligence, grappling with events in
which it also participates.

Seeing with a moviemaker’s eye

Notice when composition on the screen is being adjusted because of chang-
ing internal elements.

See a feature film and count how many types of scene or time transitions it
uses.

Notice when visual rhythm is inherent to the subject matter or when it is
being varied for authorial reasons.

Notice external compositional relationships (the juxtapositional commen-
tary created by two compositions cut, dissolved, or otherwise associated
together).
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e For practice, make a floor plan of two rooms you live in, showing electri-
cal outlets, windows, and direction of ambient light, furniture placement,
and door swing.

e Practice being conscious of the layering in movies’ sound tracks.

e Practice being aware of different k