English/ Seward

The Language and Techniques of Film

The medium of film, which includes motion pictures, television shows and even photographs, uses certain codes and conventions which the viewer interprets, or “decodes.”  We understand and accept this “language” without being aware of it.  When one scene fades into another, for example, our experience tells us that there has been a lapse of time.  Low angle shots in which the camera is aimed up at a person will inevitably make the person seem bigger or more important.  The following glossary of term used in the medium of film is a guide to the language the medium uses.

Technical Terms

Composition – The term composition is used to refer to the arrangement of objects, people, and places within a movie frame.  By choosing to place some elements in the foreground and some in the background, the director of photography can influence the way the viewer responds.  Objects in the foreground will catch your attention and seem to have a greater importance.

Camera Angles – Camera Angles refers to the angle at which the camera is pointed at the subject.  

High Angle – The camera looks down on the subject making the subject seem small in the surroundings or emphasizing space and distance.

Low Angle – the camera looks up at the subject.  Camera must be below 4 feet to have maximum effect.  This shot might be used to suggest that the character is threatening.

Normal or Straight Angle – The camera is on the same level as the subject so you see the subject as you normally would.  Television newscasters are usually shot at a normal angle to emphasize their sincerity.

Narrow Angle Lens – A camera lens that makes a subject seem closer to the viewer than it really is.

Reverse Angle – A shot showing the subject from the reverse direction; a shot showing a character from behind is the reverse angle to a full-face shot.

Wide-Angle Lens – A camera lens which shows a wide view of a scene.

Camera Distance 

Close-Up – A shot in which the camera is close to the subject.  Often used to show emotion.  When the close-up is on a person, only the face, or face and shoulders are shown.

Extreme Close-Up – A shot in which the camera is very close to the subject.  If the subject is a person’s face, only features such as the eyes or mouth are shown.

Extreme Long Shot – A very long shot. For example a shot of characters who appear very small in the distance.

Long Shot or Full Shot – A shot that uses the camera’s full angle of view, so that the subject is a long distance away from the camera.  A medium long shot is a shot closer to the subject.

Medium Shot – The distance between a long shot and a close up.  With characters, it usually shows them from the waist up.

Camera Movement – The movement created by the camera as it films a scene.  

Arc – Movement of the camera in an arc or curve.

Crane – A shot in which the camera moves up and away.  It is often used to end films.

Dolly – A dolly is a cart or truck that the camera is mounted on so that it can move smoothly.  Dolly In means the camera moves toward the subject.  Dolly Out or Dolly Back means the camera moves away from the subject.

Pan – The camera moves horizontally.  Panning may be used to follow action, to establish the setting, or to allow the viewer to see through the eyes of one of the characters.

Pullback Dolly – The camera moves back from a scene to surprise the viewer by revealing a subject that was previously off frame.

Tilt – The camera moves vertically.  Tilting is often used when shooting from a high or low angle.  Tilting up from a low angle often indicates that a character is powerful and somewhat threatening.

Tracking shot or Follow shot or Travelling shot – A variation of the dolly shot, the camera moves along with the subject.  For example to film a character who is running.  For a smooth shot, tracks are laid down on which the dolly runs.

Zoom In, Zoom Out – The zoom lens changes its distance from the subject quickly, so the movement toward or away from the subject is apparent to the viewer.  Zooming in may be useful to show how a character feels about his or her surroundings or situation.

Shots and Shot Transitions

Dissolve – A transition from one shot or scene to another in which one shot fades away while the other begins.  One shot is superimposed on the other.

Dynamic Cutting – Cutting that places shots or sequences of shot in an order that implies a similarity of themes.  Also know as montage.

Establishing Shot – The opening shot or scene that introduces the view to the production.

Fade In or Fade Out – The gradual appearance or disappearance of the image from or into darkness on the screen.

Favour – The shot is composed so that one subject, or character, is favoured.  For example, the favoured character may be in the foreground.

Include – A shot includes subjects who were not in the previous shot.

Insert – A close shot of an object, usually inserted between shots of characters.

Intercut – Cutting back and forth between shots.  After an intercut, you resume the shot.

Over-Shoulder Shot – A shot of a character taken over the shoulder of another character.

Point of View – The shot is taken from the subject’s point of view.

Resume Shot – A return to a view after an insert.

Two shot – Shot of two characters, usually a medium shot.

Other

Continuity – The smooth, uninterrupted and logical transition of a production.

Exterior – The scene or shot is filmed outside.

Fast motion – The result of filming at a slower rate than the standard 24 frames per second, and then projecting the film at 24 frames per second.  The movements are rapid and uneven.  The technique is often used to depict humans as machine-like.

Filter – A piece of glass or coloured plastic that is placed over the lens of the camera to distort the light that enters the camera, which, in turn, distorts the image and colour on the film.

Frame – refers to one single picture or image, and to the dark line on a piece of film that separates the images

Freeze Frame – A frame of the film is stopped or frozen so it looks like a still picture.

Interior – The scene takes place indoors, or on an indoor set.

Jump Cut – A transition between shots that is very abrupt.  It is done by cutting out the middle part of a shot and then splicing the two ends of the film together.

MIT Out Sound – Filming is done without any sound recording.

Off screen – Indicates an action or sound taking place off screen.

Post-Production – The period of time, after filming is finished, when the editing is done.

Rough Cut – The complete footage of the film before the editing has taken place.  

Sequence – A section of film that tells a story in itself.

Shot – The images filmed from the time the camera starts to the time it stops, with no cuts.

Slow Motion – The effect of filming faster than 24 frames per second and then projecting the film at 24 frames per second

Soft Focus – Filming is done with a piece of gauze or nylon over the lens to give a dreamy, soft quality to the images.

Split Screen – The screen is divided, usually into halves, with a different action in each division.

Stock Shots – Film footage found in film libraries or stock houses of historical events or film that can be used in other productions.  The footage is spliced into the film.

Voice Over – A narrator’s voice is heard while the image is shown.

Lighting and Colour

Lighting, used effectively can create a particular mood.  A brightly-lit scene looks cheery and welcoming.  A dimly lit scene with long-cast shadows seems menacing.  

A subject may be shot with realistic light, that is, the actual available light. Or the lighting may be manipulated to create a particular effect.  For example…

Available lighting suggests directness, honesty and normalcy.

Backlighting makes the subject seem threatening because we cannot clearly see

the face.

Lighting above the subject tends to create a halo effect which conveys spirituality.

Lighting below makes the subject seem sinister.

A face that is only half lit may cast a feeling of ambivalence.

Colour is an important element in creating a particular mood.  Colour can be used realistically, that is, depicted as it appears naturally.  Most documentaries and sitcoms use colour realistically.  Often movies and music videos utilize colour more expressively.  Certain colours may be chosen to elicit a particular response from the viewer.  For example, blues, greens, and violets are though to suggest calm, quiet, and peace to the viewer.  A scene of a garden party in which these cool colours are dominant has a very different effect from a scene dominated by warm colours such as reds and oranges.

Editing

Editing is an important element of filmmaking.  It is the selection and arrangement of visual detail.  The editor is responsible for viewing all the footage shot.  Based on factors such as the final length of the film and the director’s intentions, the editor will choose the shots and splice them together to create the final copy.  

Editors also use techniques to create a particular effect.  For example, an editor might interrupt a scene set in the present with shots of the past to show the viewer the connection between two events.  Or the editor might cut from one character to another to show both of their reactions to a certain event.

