The Language of Film

Structure of a Film

Shot: A single 'run' of the camera.  This is the basic unit from which a film is constructed.  The length (or duration) of a shot depends upon: 

· its purpose i.e. establishing a place; to show action; to show reaction 

· the pace (or tempo) of the sequence in which it occurs. 

Sequence: A group of shots depicting one action, or, which seems to belong with or depend upon each other.  (Say 3 to 18 shots). 

Scene: A group of sequences, or, (for short scenes) a group of shots, which: 

· depict an event in the story.  and 

· occur in one place. 

Types Of Shot

Long Shot [L.S.]: A distance shot in which a setting, and not a character, is the emphasis.  this is generally used to establish the place in which action will occur, hence the term establishing shot.  Given its function, a long shot is often used at the beginning of a scene or sequence, and may be combined with a panning movement of the camera to show us a wider area. 

Mid Shot [M.S.]: A middle distance shot that focuses our attention on a particular subject.  With a mid shot the camera is close enough to pick up detail, though still far enough away to be able to follow the subject as s/he/it moves.  The mid shot, therefore, is commonly used to show action e.g. as in a fight scene. 

Close Up [C.U.]: A close shot of an object or person, the aim being to focus our attention on a particular detail.  Close ups of objects may serve as the inpoint to a new scene, depicting a new fact or location in the story.  Close ups of a person have a number of different functions: 

· in an establishing sequence, a close up of someone suggests that s/he is a main character 

· the first close up of a character (in a series of shots) establishes point of view i.e. who is watching an event 

· a close up is most commonly used to show the reaction of a character, i.e. a reaction shot. 

Camera Movements

Pan:  Movement from side to side from a stationary position. 

Tilt:  Movement up or down from a stationary position. 

Tracking:  The camera is not stationary but moves to follow a moving object or person.  The camera is mounted on a moving device such as a rail platform, a dolly or a vehicle. 

Zoom Out: Movement outwards away from a subject. 

NB: The speed of a camera movement (from very fast to very slow) can dramatically alter its effect. 

Moving From One Shot To Another

Cut:  The ending of a shot.  If the cut is a jerky movement, which seems a little inconsistent with the next shot it is called a jump cut. 

Fade In or Out: The image appears or disappears gradually.  It brightens to full strength over a full second, or darkens to fade out.  The fade is often used as a division between scenes. 

Dissolve:  One image fades in while another fades out so that for a few seconds the two are superimposed. 

Inpoint: An image that starts the scene.  Sometimes this inpoint is used to smooth the transition between scenes.  As the word suggests the inpoint takes us in to the next shot or scene by making a visual link (a related object or shape) with the outpoint of the previous shot. 

Camera Angles

For each shot, a decision must be made about the angle at which the camera is to be directed at a subject.  High and low angles may be used to influence our impression of a particular character. 

A character filmed from a low angle will seem strong, powerful, tall, proud, etc whereas a high angle will suggest the subject is weak, insignificant, vulnerable, small etc.  Our impression of a structure or object can be manipulated in a similar way. 

A distorted angle may be used to make a scene more frightening, or to make the viewer feel anxious, or queasy (especially if fast or jerky camera movement is also used). 

Editing

The process of assembling and splicing together the various shots that comprise a film.  Underlying the process is a technique that can be called pairing, i.e. a story is built up by alternating one set of shots with another. 

There are common instances of pairing: 

· A conversation or confrontation between two characters. The shots alternate from one to the other, angles may be used to suggest inferiority or superiority. 

· Shots of a character are alternated with shots of what s/he sees. The first shot of the character is the P.O.V. (It establishes point of view i.e. who is looking). 

· Cross-cutting. A sequence of shots in which the alternation is between two different locations (e.g. A burglar creeping into a house in which an unsuspecting victim lies sleeping). The sequence builds to a climax and ends with the two things coming together. 

The Editing Speed (or tempo) of a particular sequence is also an important consideration. Fast editing involves fast cutting.  i.e. The shots are 1 to 2 seconds long. Fast editing generates excitement and anticipation as for example in a chase sequence. Slow editing (i.e. Shots are 3 to 10 seconds long), has the opposite effect, calming and relaxing the viewer. Accordingly slow editing is a characteristic of love scenes. 

Other Terms

Soft Focus
A slightly blurred shot to make the subject seem more attractive, romantic, nostalgic or dreamlike. 

Hand-held Camera/Steadicam
The tripod and dolly are deliberately abandoned in favour of this method when a director wants to create a sense of anxiety or confusion, exploiting the unsteady movement of the camera.  A hand-held shot in which a character is approached from behind usually suggests that someone is being followed and is about to be 'pounced upon'.

Montage
The editing together of a large number of shots with no intention of creating a continuous reality.  A montage is often used to compress time (a number of facts are established in one sequence).  Films may begin with a montage that establishes a particular time and place.  With the absence of a visual relationship between them, the montage shots are linked through a unified sound - either a voiceover or a piece of music. 



	The Film Team – Definitions, Responsibilities


Director
Responsible for what happens in front of the camera, and for the final look of the film.  They either instruct or collaborate with everyone who contributes to the film.

Director of Photography
Mainly responsible for producing the best photographic record that can be made of each production assigned to, and in overall charge of the artistic contribution of lighting and the operation of the camera.  In addition, takes responsibility for the positioning or movement of the camera, the composition of the shot and the use of special lenses or photographic devices.

Liaises with the director on the pictorial construction of the item and gives advice and suggestions on matters relating to the filming of the production.

Second Camera Operator
Actually operates the camera, lines it up ready for a shot, carries out camera movements while maintaining the composition prescribed by Director of Photography; certifies each take as it relates to the camera operation.  Close liaison between the director and operator is essential.  Required to give an accurate shot description together with an account of the footage used at the end of each take.

Assistant Camera Operator
When available, is there to relieve the camera operators of some of their many duties, such as loading and unloading the film magazines, moving and setting up lights and other associated equipment, and driving the camera vehicle; all of which helps to speed up production by allowing the camera operators more time to fulfil their main responsibilities.  This can have the effect of increasing the quality of the film overall.

Focus Puller 
Main function is to set the focus of the camera by assessing what focus setting should be used for a particular shot and to make any adjustments necessary by ‘pulling focus’ accordingly during or between takes.  S/he cannot see the effect of the lens focus but goes by the figures engraved on the barrel of the lens.  It is also the job of the focus puller to check the camera gate for cleanliness, etc., after each take, place each loaded magazine onto the camera and thread the film.  Supplies details of the ‘camera set-up’ after each ‘good’ take.

Clapper Loader  
Loads the film magazines and sometimes fits them onto the camera.  Keeps a log of slate and takes numbers and footage shot on a camera report sheet.  At the start of each shot, the clapper loader/assistant operates the clapperboard.  

Grip
The person responsible for setting up tracking rails and who knows the correct technique for operating a dolly to the precise requirements of a particular shot.  Must be able to move it at a steady rate, gain or lose speed at any point and stop or start without a jolt.  The camera must only travel the distance to a predetermined position and no further.  Not as easy as it sounds!  The various forms of camera cranes utilised need the same degree of skill.  In addition to moving the camera equipment, the Grip also has to have the necessary hardware available to provide camera mounts for any situation required by the cameraman.  (e.g. on moving vehicles, up a tree, etc.).

Gaffer  
An electrician who arranges the connection of power for the lighting equipment, whether by way of mains supply, mobile generator or batteries.  Is also responsible, under the direction of the first cameraman, for the lighting of the scene.

Best Boy  
The gaffer’s chief assistant, responsible for rigging the lighting equipment and point reflector boards when necessary.

Sound Designer
Responsible for the technical and artistic aspects of sound recordings in the field and advises the director on these matters.  On completion of the field recording the sound tapes are transferred to 16mm magnetic film ready for editing, while senior sound staff undertake the more complex duty of mixing the edited sound tracks before the final version goes ‘on air’.

Sound Recordist 

Responsible for the overall technical quality of the production audio and works closely with the director to produce an appropriate soundtrack to enhance the mood and effect of every scene.  The Sound Recordist ensures that correct matching of audio perspective is recorded for each shot; is also responsible for recording sound effects and atmosphere tracks in the field for use in the compilation of the final soundtrack (Foley Effects).

Boom Operator 

Normally an experienced recordist who works closely with the lead Sound Recordist to obtain optimum audio quality by careful microphone positioning.  Works in close collaboration with the camera operator to ensure microphones, boom poles and cables are out of shot.

Sound Mixer  

At the end of the field recording for major assignments, the Sound Recordist may continue in the role of the Sound Mixer, responsible for the final artistic and technical quality of the post location audio mixing operation.  When the edited audio tracks arrive at the mixing suite, the Sound Mixer ensures that any additional material necessary for the final compilation is assembled and then carefully blends these separate tracks to create the final master audio track.

Editor
Responsible for the preparation of the rushes, cutting the film, attending and advising on sound re-recording sessions, laying the sound-tracks and attending to the sound mix.  The film editor also instructs the film laboratory in the making of opticals, the grading of prints and the negative matcher in the preparation of master rolls for printing and ensures that the film is correctly prepared for videotape dubbing and advises the Director and/or TPA on the facilities and time that will be required for this.  The Film Editor would normally attend the dubbing session with the Director to help achieve the best possible videotape copy of the programme.  Depending on the complexity of the production this workload may be shared by a film editing team under the supervision of the editor.
 

Sound Editor 

Either a film editor specialising in soundtrack work, or a sound recordist trained in track-laying, who ‘builds up’ and prepares sound tracks for mixing.

Negative Cutter (Matcher)  

The person who cuts the original negative (or reversal) film to match the edited work-print supplied by the editor, shot by shot and frame-by-frame.  The necessity for exact correspondence of frame with frame and the irreplaceability of the original master imposes very exacting conditions on negative cutters.

The Grammar of Film

a very simplified but useful analogy
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